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While the in-text comments raise several issues, I will discuss just three in this section. 
 
1) There was reference to two theoretical frames, but very little was said about the one (Payback Theory) 
and none about the other (New Institutional Theory). The researcher seemed to assume a familiarity with 
these theories, which is problematic given the wide readership of SAJS. (I would also recommend deleting 
reference to New Institutional Theory in this title entirely - it may have been used in the larger study from 
which this article emerges but it is not used here). 
 
2) The section on "Challenges with current metrics" was by far the most powerful section, and I wonder if 
this article wouldn't be stronger if it just presented this data and unpacked it in conversation with the 
literature. 
 
3) A number of findings were presented without any discussion. The percentage of people who stated that 
they agreed or disagreed with an issue is not interesting in itself. We'd like to read what the implications 
are or what these responses indicate. 
 
I think extensive revision is needed prior to publication, but I am of the view that there is much in this 
article that will be of interest to SAJS readers. 
[See Appendix 1 for Reviewer D’s comments made directly on the manuscript] 
 
 

General Response to Reviewers Round 1 

1. The authors did not revise the paper but opted to revamp the initial paper that focused on a 
“holistic framework for assessing research impact in higher education institutions” to focus on one 
aspect of the paper which is the challenges with current metric indicators.  

2. Therefore the paper neither highlights the changes in the revision paper nor does it respond to the 
individual suggestions as these have been incorporated in the ‘new paper’. 

3. The general issue like strengthening the problem has been attended to in the ‘new paper’ as well as 
writing the paper for a non-specialist audience. 

4. Moreover efforts have been made to clearly discuss implications of the results in the discussion 
section of the paper. 
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Comments to the Author: 
I really enjoyed reading this article which tackles a topical and important issue in the South African higher 
education system and beyond. I recommend several relatively minor changes, some of which are 
typographical, before publication. 
 
The article does not specify the ways in which research impact assessments are used within the South 
African system broadly and specifically within the University of Cape Town. This needs attention because 
such metrics are used very variably across the sector. The article notes that subsidy is accrued by South 
African universities for publications on approved lists. However, there is no distinction between these 
journals, such as the impact factor or what quintile they fall within, and the subsidy allocated per journal 
article is identical regardless of the journal in which it is published. This is crucial information for the article. 
There is indeed an argument to be made that the lack of focus on the impact factor means that all 
publications are treated as equally useful, relevant, or important if they are on any of the tens of thousands 
of journals on such lists. 
 
This is not to say that research impact is unimportant in this sector. Increasingly, some universities, though 
not all, are indeed looking to h-indices and impact factors to make decisions around appointments and 
promotions, and this article raises important warnings in this regard. In many universities, however, such 
considerations do not enter the conversation, and would certainly not form part of any formal policy. These 
variations within the sector need to be noted. 
 
Clarity is also needed as to the extent to which such research impact assessments are formally part of UCT 
processes and policies. Are they mentioned in appointment, promotion, or performance management, for 
example? It should also be noted for context purposes that the NRF calls for indices on Google Scholar, 
Web of Science, and Scopus as part of the individual rating process. 
 
Besides this call for a more nuanced and detailed discussion about how research impact assessments are 
used in the South Africa context, I also offer the following minor corrections for the author’s consideration. 
 
“This is because in the South African context research impact assessment is still predominately focused on 
bibliometrics and government subsidy pushes researchers to publish more and quickly” - clarity is needed 
here that subsidy is based on bibliometrics only insofar as funded articles need to be within the many 
journals on the approved lists. 
 
“Most academic reward systems rely on proxy measures of quality (such as citations, journal impact 
factors, h-index, etc.) to assess researchers” - clarity is needed here as to which academic reward systems 
are being referred to because many universities in South Africa only consider number of publications and 
do not engage with issues such as citations, journal impact factor, or h-index. 
 
DORA is mentioned on page 4 but the term is only unpacked in full on page 5. This needs to happen where 
it is first referred to. 
 
“This is also evidenced by the number of HEIs in Africa who are DORA signatories, by 31 May 2023, no 
single research-intensive higher education institution has signed DORA, a 10-year-old declaration.” - I 
would advise splitting this sentence to make it less ambiguous; I suggest placing a full stop after 2023. 
 
“Mitchell28 adds that countries like South Africa where there is no national assessment or reform efforts 
tend to fail when there is a lack of support in terms of funding and legislation from the national 
government” This sentence needs some rewording to avoid ambiguity. 
 
1. What are the common challenges experienced with metric indicators used in research impact 

assessment? 
 
The above question will make more sense to the reader once the context in which research impact 
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assessments are used has been clarified. 
 
“Bias and discipline coverage” - this item is only unpacked in the next paragraph and I would suggest the 
readers need to understand it where they are first introduced to it. 
 
“Biases in metric indicators tend to drive researchers’ behaviour in a particular direction and make 
researchers focus more on ‘what counts’ rather than what is important, this drives scholarship away from 
its intended purpose which is to address community and societal needs.” I am sure that the authors 
understand community and societal needs in a very broad way but to avoid criticism, I would suggest 
expanding the idea of research’s intended purpose to include, for example, building our understanding of 
the world and the universe and expanding disciplinary knowledge. It might be possible to read the original 
wording as suggesting that all research needs to be socially engaged. 
 
“that the most used bibliographic databases used to retrieve metrics” – reword to avoid repeat of the word 
‘used’ 
 
“and which have language and geographic biases toward the global south;” - ‘toward’ should be ‘against’ 
 
“these databases use Western standards to measure the local and global impact of research, and the 
databases do not recognise local context and differences between the global south and the rest of the 
world in terms of research impact” It is unclear what is meant by ‘Western standards’. If this phrase is kept 
significant building of this argument is needed. 
 
“another study also found this” What study? Reference needed. If this is the study discussed in the next 
sentence, the word ‘a’ in “In a study” should be replaced with “this” 
 
“but important example of how this metric may be distorting academic incentives and behaviour29, which 
is the case in South Africa and the University of Cape Town (the focus of this study), where institutions get a 
state publication subsidy or grant for publications in such journals.” This is again an example where a more 
nuanced discussion of how metrics are used in the context is needed. 
 
“surveyed academics and researchers” It’s not clear how the author distinguishes between academics and 
researchers? 
 
“The underlying principles were cross tabulated with academics and researchers’ faculty to see if there 
were any differences across the eight faculty structures at UCT.” But then nothing is said about such 
differences and the article moves on to some other study. This statement about faculty differences needs 
to come immediately before the discussion on this some sentences later. 
 
“Conversely, a study32 that explored the importance of academic activities for research careers reported 
that only 34% of the researchers found open science and open access to be important.” I’m not sure why 
this is ‘conversely’, firstly it is unrelated to the previous sentence about disciplinary differences and 
secondly, as far as I can understand, the data from this study showed an even lower number of 19%. 
 
“As responsible research practices advocate for an open, inclusive, and impactful research culture that 
recognises the plural characteristics of high-quality research” – not a full sentence. 
 
“include creating works” – perhaps include creative works? 
 
“A study participant discussed that” – It doesn’t seem like they discussed it. They stated it. 
 
“de Rijcke and others2 who alluded that metrics measures” – It doesn’t seem like they alluded to it. They 
stated it. 
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“The NRF evaluation and rating (UCT template) included a warning on predatory journals which at times is 
regarded as being synonymous with open access publishing while the Health Sciences faculty ad-hominem 
guidelines encouraged publication in open access journals as well as high impact journals.” The blurring of 
open access and predatory journals is a dangerous issue and so this statement needs much more nuance 
and clarity. 
 
“The study argued, and quite correctly, that simply encouraging…” Avoid editorialising, delete ‘and quite 
correctly’. 
 
“are not equitable or inclusive.” – are neither equitable nor inclusive 
 
“metric indicators researchers…” – need a comma after ‘indicators’ 
 
“tend to be greatly affected by the biases” – ‘greatly’ should be ‘especially’ or ‘particularly’ 
 
“Therefore, exerting more pressure on researchers from Africa to change their behaviour and research 
agendas to conform to these norms at the expense of locally relevant scholarship.” – Not a full sentence. 
 
 

Author response to Reviewer D: Round 2 

The article does not specify the ways in which research impact assessments are used within the South 
African system broadly and specifically within the University of Cape Town. This needs attention because 
such metrics are used very variably across the sector 
AUTHOR: A statement to this effect has been added on page 2 – at the end of the third paragraph: In the 
context of this study, the University of Cape Town (UCT), research impact (academic and societal impact) 
assessments are used for ad-hominem promotion and academic excellence awards, while National 
Research Foundation (NRF) researcher rating (internal review) and academic appointment focuses more on 
academic impact. 
 
The study also provided a clarity on what on the concepts used in the introduction and background in page 
1-2, last paragraph – Research impact refers to the benefits that result from research. Academic or 
scientific impact is the intellectual contribution to one’s field of study while societal impact is the impact of 
research on various levels and areas of society (social, cultural, environmental, and more). Societal impact 
is seen as the impact beyond academia or intended audience. 
The article notes that subsidy is accrued by South African universities for publications on approved lists. 
However, there is no distinction between these journals, such as the impact factor or what quintile they fall 
within, and the subsidy allocated per journal article is identical regardless of the journal in which it is 
published. This is crucial information for the article. There is indeed an argument to be made that the lack 
of focus on the impact factor means that all publications are treated as equally useful, relevant, or 
important if they are on any of the tens of thousands of journals on such lists. 
AUTHOR: This being a journal article and with limited space, and while this is mentioned it is not the focus 
of this paper, a statement is added on page 2 to clarify which papers get subsidy – government subsidy (on 
publications in the Department of Higher Education and Training list of accredited journals) 
This is not to say that research impact is unimportant in this sector. Increasingly, some universities, though 
not all, are indeed looking to h-indices and impact factors to make decisions around appointments and 
promotions, and this article raises important warnings in this regard. In many universities, however, such 
considerations do not enter the conversation, and would certainly not form part of any formal policy. These 
variations within the sector need to be noted. 
 
Clarity is also needed as to the extent to which such research impact assessments are formally part of UCT 
processes and policies. Are they mentioned in appointment, promotion, or performance management, for 
example? It should also be noted for context purposes that the NRF calls for indices on Google Scholar, 
Web of Science, and Scopus as part of the individual rating process. 
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AUTHOR: A statement to this effect has been added on page 3 paragraph 2 - “Reward systems, in higher 
education institutions like UCT, to some extent rely on proxy measures of quality (such as citations, journal 
impact factors, etc.) to assess researchers in academic performance reviews, promotion and excellence 
awards; these proxy measures are also utilised in NRF rating applications. Therefore, research impact 
assessment is part of formal processes used for academic advancement at UCT and outside.  
 
A statement has been added on page 7 paragraph 2, first critical question which addresses this from the 
document analysis undertaken in the study – “UCT faculties’ ad-hominem promotion and academic 
excellence and merit awards guidelines and the NRF evaluation and rating (UCT) template tend to require 
metrics (publication counts, h-indices, JIF, etc.).” 
 
The use of metrics vary from discipline to discipline and this is acknowledged in the paper. A statement has 
been added on page 3 paragraph 2 to this effect – “While the use may vary from discipline to discipline, 
most disciplines utilise bibliometrics to ascertain quantity (publication count) and ‘quality’ of research 
outputs, especially in the natural sciences.” 
 
Research impact assessment at UCT and at NRF are part of processes utilised for academic advancements – 
see statement above. 
DORA is mentioned on page 4 but the term is only unpacked in full on page 5. This needs to happen where 
it is first referred to. 
AUTHOR: Explanation on DORA has been moved to page 4 at the end of paragraph 2 - Metrics have evoked 
mixed emotions from the research community which has resulted in various declarations such as the 2012 
San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA), the Metric Tide and the Leiden Manifesto for 
research metrics. 
What are the common challenges experienced with metric indicators used in research impact assessment? 
The above question will make more sense to the reader once the context in which research impact 
assessments are used has been clarified. 
AUTHOR: To contextualise the challenges experienced with metrics – a new critical question has been 
added on page 7 and findings to this effect have been added also in page 7: 
 

1. How are metrics used in research impact assessment? 
Findings are added in page 7 under the heading - Use of metrics in research impact assessment - “… 
Respondents utilise metrics for different career milestones; metrics are mostly used for research funding 
applications (29.2%) and ad-hominem promotion applications (26.2%). …” 
“Bias and discipline coverage” - this item is only unpacked in the next paragraph and I would suggest the 
readers need to understand it where they are first introduced to it. 
AUTHOR: Bias and discipline coverage is explained in the literature review on page 4, last paragraph hence 
not much explanation is provided at this stage – “Steele, Butler and Kingsley6 explain that policymakers are 
often unaware of the problems in the use of the data - such as inherent bias with language and country, the 
differences in citation patterns between disciplines, lack of coverage of certain disciplines and bias in 
journal indexing thus under-representing some areas of the world in their coverage.” 
“Biases in metric indicators tend to drive researchers’ behaviour in a particular direction and make 
researchers focus more on ‘what counts’ rather than what is important, this drives scholarship away from 
its intended purpose which is to address community and societal needs.” I am sure that the authors 
understand community and societal needs in a very broad way but to avoid criticism, I would suggest 
expanding the idea of research’s intended purpose to include, for example, building our understanding of 
the world and the universe and expanding disciplinary knowledge. It might be possible to read the original 
wording as suggesting that all research needs to be socially engaged. 

AUTHOR: The suggestion has been effected on page 8, at the end of the third paragraph 1, to expand the 
idea – “… which is to address community and societal needs, and to advance fundamental knowledge.” 
“these databases use Western standards to measure the local and global impact of research, and the 
databases do not recognise local context and differences between the global south and the rest of the 
world in terms of research impact” It is unclear what is meant by ‘Western standards’. 
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AUTHOR: A statement to this effect has been added on page 8 – at the end of paragraph 2 – ‘Western 
standards’ (a generally accepted standard originating from the global north which is assumed as the world 
standard) 
“surveyed academics and researchers” It’s not clear how the author distinguishes between academics and 
researchers? 
AUTHOR: A statement to this effect has been added on page 6 as a footnote where the concept is first 
introduced in methodology - 1Researchers at UCT refers to individuals whose job involves a higher research 
component as opposed to academics who have relatively high teaching and research component in their 
role. Hence researchers in this context also includes postdoctoral fellows. 
“The NRF evaluation and rating (UCT template) included a warning on predatory journals which at times is 
regarded as being synonymous with open access publishing while the Health Sciences faculty ad-hominem 
guidelines encouraged publication in open access journals as well as high impact journals.” The blurring of 
open access and predatory journals is a dangerous issue and so this statement needs much more nuance 
and clarity. 
AUTHOR: As suggested the statement has been removed to avoid causing confusion. 
 
 

Reviewer D: Round 3 
Date completed: 29 February 2024 
Recommendation: Accept / Revisions required / Resubmit for review / Decline 
Conflicts of interest: None 
 

Does the manuscript fall within the scope of SAJS? 
Yes/No 
Is the manuscript written in a style suitable for a non-specialist and is it of wider interest than to specialists 
alone? 
Yes/No 
Does the manuscript contain sufficient novel and significant information to justify publication? 
Yes/No 
Do the Title and Abstract clearly and accurately reflect the content of the manuscript? 
Yes/No 
Is the research problem significant and concisely stated? 
Yes/No 
Are the methods described comprehensively? 
Yes/No 
Is the statistical treatment appropriate? 
Yes/No/Not applicable/Not qualified to judge 
Are the interpretations and conclusions justified by the research results? 
Yes/Partly/No 
Please rate the manuscript on overall contribution to the field 
Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor 
Please rate the manuscript on language, grammar and tone 
Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor 
Is the manuscript succinct and free of repetition and redundancies? 
Yes/No 
Are the results and discussion confined to relevance to the objective(s)? 
Yes/No 
The number of tables in the manuscript is 
Too few/Adequate/Too many/Not applicable 
The number of figures in the manuscript is 
Too few/Adequate/Too many/Not applicable 
Is the supplementary material relevant and separated appropriately from the main document? 
Yes/No/Not applicable 
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Please rate the manuscript on overall quality 
Excellent/Good/Average/Below average/Poor 
Is appropriate and adequate reference made to other work in the field? 
Yes/No 
Is it stated that ethical approval was granted by an institutional ethics committee for studies involving 
human subjects and non-human vertebrates? 
Yes/No/Not applicable 
If accepted, would you recommend that the article receives priority publication?   
Yes/No 
Are you willing to review a revision of this manuscript? 
Yes/No 
Select a recommendation:   
Accept / Revisions required / Resubmit for review / Decline 
With regard to our policy on ‘Publishing peer review reports’, do you give us permission to publish your 
anonymised peer review report alongside the authors’ response, as a supplementary file to the published 
article? Publication is voluntary and only with permission from both yourself and the author. 
Yes/No 
Comments to the Author: 
I think you have attended to all concerns and that this article makes a useful contribution to the 
conversation in the field.  
 
A minor but significant amendment is where you state "(on publications in the Department of Higher 
Education and Training list of accredited journals)"; you need to edit this to state "(on publications in the 
Department of Higher Education and Training list of accredited journals and five other approved journal 
databases)". Many novice researchers are under the misunderstanding that the list put together by DHET is 
the list of funded articles and are unaware of Scopus, WoS, Norwegian II, DOAJ, IBSS. 
 
 

Author response to Reviewer D: Round 3 

I think you have attended to all concerns and that this article makes a useful contribution to the 
conversation in the field. A minor but significant amendment is where you state "(on publications in the 
Department of Higher Education and Training list of accredited journals)"; you need to edit this to state 
"(on publications in the Department of Higher Education and Training list of accredited journals and five 
other approved journal databases)". Many novice researchers are under the misunderstanding that the list 
put together by DHET is the list of funded articles and are unaware of Scopus, WoS, Norwegian II, DOAJ, 
IBSS. 
AUTHOR: The statement has been revised to include the reviewer’s suggestion on page 2, however there 
are six and this has been adjusted from suggested five to six including SCIELO SA: This is because in the 
South African context research impact assessment is still predominately focused on bibliometrics and 
government subsidy (for publications in the Department of Higher Education and Training list of accredited 
journals and six other DHET-approved international journal lists1) which pushes researchers to publish more 
and quickly, creating perverse and unintended consequences, as noted by de Rijcke and others. 
 
A footnote has added to list the six other DHET approved journal lists – see footnote: 
1DOAJ (Directory of Open Access Journals), IBSS (International Bibliography of the Social Sciences), 
Norwegian, SciELO SA, Scopus and Web of Science. 
 
 

Reviewer A: Rounds 1–3 
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1 

A holistic framework for assessing research impact in higher 1 

education institutions 2 

Abstract 3 

Traditionally research impact assessments have focused on academic impact and quantitative 4 

measures at the expense of researchers whose impact cannot be quantified. Internationally 5 

there has been a push for the prioritisation of research impact beyond scholarly contribution. 6 

However, research impact assessments have emphasised quantity rather than quality of 7 

research and have created widespread dissatisfaction and hence there is a search for 8 

alternative methods that can holistically measure the broader impact from research. The 9 

purpose of this paper is to report from a PhD study which focused on developing a holistic 10 

framework for assessing research impact in higher education institutions. The inquiry adopted 11 

a mixed methods approach within a pragmatist paradigm, and a case study of the University 12 

of Cape Town. The Payback Framework and New Institutional Theory were used as 13 

theoretical grounding to explore the role of metrics, and the extent of satisfaction with metrics; 14 

the challenges experienced with metrics as well best practices for assessing research impact 15 

in higher education institutions. A questionnaire survey was used to collect data from 16 

academics and researchers as well as semi-structured interviews with a sample of these 17 

academic and research staff. The findings highlight that there is a need for a holistic framework 18 

for assessing research impact in higher education and that which embraces broader measures 19 

of impact that are contextually sensitive and uses both quantitative and qualitative 20 

approaches. The study proposes a holistic framework for assessing research impact across 21 

disciplinary spaces in higher education.  22 

Significance: 23 

• The importance of embracing impact beyond metrics and academia in higher24 

education institutions.25 

• The need to complement quantitative methods with qualitative methods for assessing26 

research impact.27 

• Holistic framework for research impact assessment in higher education institutions.28 

Introduction and background to the study 29 

Universities are increasingly called on to “maximise public benefits arising from publicly funded 30 

research” 1 and thus focus has turned towards methods for assessing and incentivising public 31 

benefits of research. The pre-eminence of research impact beyond scholarly contribution is 32 

shaping how research is supported financially, undertaken and eventually assessed.2 33 

Appendix 1: Reviewer D comments on manuscript

Examiner
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Examiner
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ambiguous sentence. It's not 'at the expense' of others, but rather it ignores others. And this should be about research impact not researchers given the first half of the sentence. 


 Traditionally research impact assessments have focused on academic impact and quantitative measures and ignored the kinds of research where the impact cannot be easily quantified. 
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delete 'and that' and replace with a comma.



2 

 

Research impact is a convoluted, multifaceted and rapidly growing field of inquiry and by 34 

highlighting how research funding and time are being used, impact assessment can inform 35 

strategy and decision making by both funding bodies and research institutions.3 Research 36 

impact assessment is critical in higher education as globally there is an increasing scarcity of 37 

resources and greater need for productivity. Thus, researchers are under much pressure to 38 

distinguish themselves from their peers with quantifiable evidence because research impact 39 

is tightly tied to funding, promotion and tenure. As the national project becomes the university 40 

project, the university has to ensure its own success by imposing practices, expectations and 41 

standards by which scholars are judged; which are fashioned around countable items such as 42 

number of peer reviewed publications.4 43 

Research problem 44 

Current mechanisms used across higher education to evaluate scholars and their work are 45 

unsustainable and are increasingly destructive. Research evaluation tends to “rely on a limited 46 

set of proxy measures” and evaluation systems fall short in recognizing and reward the many 47 

aspects that which a healthy scholarly ecosystem depend on.5 In the search for accountability 48 

and research excellence, easily available research metrics from scientific citation indexes 49 

such as Clarivate Analytics’ Web of Science, Elsevier’s Scopus and Google Scholar have 50 

been used as they provide a quick, easy solution to evaluate research.6 A growing number of 51 

research leaders believe that the current system of higher education incentives (promotion, 52 

grants, researcher evaluation and ratings, etc.) and rewards (salary, bonuses, service and 53 

excellence awards, etc.) are misaligned with the needs of society.7 Bibliometrics have 54 

traditionally provided a useful complement to the peer review process yet these metrics are 55 

used inappropriately and without any consideration for context.8 Similarly, concerns have been 56 

raised about the validity and reliability of bibliometric measurement and linked to this is the 57 

growing interest from funders to show return on money invested in research in terms of 58 

societal impacts.9 On the other hand, altmetrics have been criticised for lack of theory, ease 59 

of gaming and bias. Cronin10 argues that scholarly communication today is less linear, less 60 

opaque and less rigid than before as both the end process and the end product are being 61 

transformed inexorably. Hence the full value produced by higher education institutions (HEIs) 62 

can never be quantified by simple metrics.11 Consequently this study sought to explore local 63 

realities at the University of Cape Town as well as best practices globally to find a contextually 64 

suitable intervention and thus develop a holistic framework for assessing research impact in 65 

HEIs.  66 

 67 

 68 
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Theoretical framing 69 

The study being reported was informed by the Payback Framework12 and New Institutional 70 

Theory13-15. The Payback Framework12 examines the ‘impact’ or ‘payback’ from research using 71 

a “multi-dimensional categorisation of benefits” and a model to organise the assessment of 72 

impacts. New Institutional Theory13-15 focuses on developing a sociological view of institutions 73 

through studying the organisational behaviour – how institutional structures, rules, norms, and 74 

cultures influence the choices and actions of individuals when they are part of an institution.16 75 

The Payback Framework assesses the impacts from research using five categories: 76 

Advancing knowledge; Impacts on future research; Impacts on policy; Impacts on practice; 77 

Broad economic and social impacts. Using the benefit categories from the Payback 78 

Framework, the study explored the culture, norms and rules within the selected institution and 79 

higher education in South Africa generally.  80 

Literature 81 

Universities have two primary activities: teaching and research, recently there has been a 82 

focus on the application and use of the knowledge beyond academia which is sometimes seen 83 

as ‘third mission’.17 Even though societal impact is regarded as being separate from research 84 

and teaching, one may argue that it is rather the application and utilisation of research by 85 

society, thus making it part of universities’ core business18 rather than a third mission. 86 

Academic impact is viewed as “the demonstrable contribution that excellent research makes 87 

to academic advances”19. Societal impact, also regarded as broader impact, is the impact of 88 

science on different aspects and at various levels in society.20 89 

Research impact assessment 90 

Assessing the wider benefits arising from university-based research has been a growing area 91 

of interest internationally, especially in the United Kingdom, Australia and Canada, even 92 

though HEIs have been primarily focused on research impact benefits arising from academia 93 

and scientific knowledge.21-22 The purpose of research evaluation in South Africa is no 94 

different, however, fund-driven research evaluation in order to distribute state funds has been 95 

more dominant.22 The South African National Research Foundation (NRF) evaluation and 96 

rating system supports high quality outputs and publications in high impact journals23 thus 97 

leaning more towards quantitative research impact indicators. These national evaluations are 98 

equally important, but their purpose is not to assess impact for an individual researcher as 99 

they focus on specific goals and need to account for the tax-payer’s money. While research 100 

impact assessments, whether for individual or institution, provides a richer picture by looking 101 

holistically at research process. Similarly, the NRF in its role to increase impact and contribute 102 

to the country’s developmental goals has adopted, as a critical element of the impact agenda, 103 
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a national framework - Framework to Advance the Societal and Knowledge Impact of 104 

Research.24 The framework’s purpose is to identify and communicate the impact of research 105 

rather than an evaluation or comparison tool. 106 

Impact assessment practices are beginning to transform but more work still needs to be done 107 

as impact does not work in a linear process. The linear thinking about impact misses the multi-108 

directional impacts and the collective nature of impact and further silences alternative 109 

narratives which are not straight-forward to measure.25 The over-emphasis of monetary 110 

measures of impact overlooks current real-world impact of social sciences and humanities 111 

research.26 Thus, there is a need to “support atypical, experimental, non-linear, fragmented 112 

forms of impact” and therefore assessments like the Research Excellence Framework may 113 

run the risk of incentivising HEIs to go down the ‘safest’ and ‘easiest’ route; hence the need 114 

for a broader conceptualisation and extensive engagement with how impact is framed and 115 

assessed.25 Though, assessing non-academic impact faces substantial methodological 116 

challenges, but a careful policy design can potentially improve performance of universities and 117 

societal relevance of HEIs research.27 118 

Scholarly communication seeks to make research publicly available, yet scholarly processes 119 

tend to be directed toward promotion and refer, primarily, to academic publishing.28 Research 120 

impact is a complex and research is diverse and different disciplines will demonstrate it 121 

differently.21 Thus, different approaches to assessing research impact are designed for 122 

disparate objectives, that is, one size does not fit all. Popular approaches for assessing 123 

research impact merge a logic model (input-activities-output impact pathway) with a case 124 

study approach to capture the intricate processes and interactions involved in scholarly 125 

communication.3 126 

Equity, diversity and inclusion in research impact assessment 127 

Equity, diversity and inclusion, also known as a transformation agenda, in research and 128 

research assessment are critical as they speak to universities’ transformation strategies which 129 

support participation of under-represented or under-served individuals in the knowledge 130 

economy. A shift in current research assessment practices towards responsible research 131 

assessment processes has the potential to create equal opportunities for diverse individuals. 132 

While many universities and research institutions have diversity and equity statements to 133 

ensure equitable access for all staff and researchers, these statements at times do not 134 

translate to research assessment practices. A study exploring the goals and objectives of 135 

transformation strategies and the lived experiences of marginalisation communities noted a 136 

disconnect and that black women still face inequalities due to the dominant institutional culture 137 
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and norms.29 Similarly, Kraemer-Mbula30 admits that the gender scientific gap persists, and 138 

women endure several difficulties in their academic careers.  139 

Increasing equity in hiring and ongoing support for womxn and under-represented minoritised 140 

groups and increasing support for diversity within research teams would be a positive step 141 

towards addressing inequalities that exist in academia. Declaration on Research Assessment 142 

(DORA) principles advocate for equity and transparency in research assessment processes.31 143 

Still, the rate of change towards race and gender equality in research assessment remains 144 

below par and proliferation of “proxy measures continue to safeguard biases against scholars” 145 

who are historically and geographically excluded from the research community.32 Equally, the 146 

COVID-19 pandemic has further affected womxn researchers and there has been a call for 147 

research assessments to factor this. The University of Cape Town has published guidelines 148 

on broadening assessment of research impact which it hopes will nurture a sense of personal 149 

accountability and prioritise equity, diversity and transformation.33 150 

Methodology 151 

This paper reports aspects of a study that was conducted in 2020/2021 among academics 152 

and researchers at the University of Cape Town (UCT), South Africa. The study used a 153 

pragmatist paradigm and the mixed methods approach to explore the phenomenon of 154 

research impact. The study utilised a questionnaire survey using SurveyMonkey in the first 155 

quantitative phase and then followed this with semi-structured interviews, via Zoom and 156 

Microsoft Teams, in the second qualitative phase which allowed for greater insight into 157 

research impact assessment practices at the University of Cape Town. In the first phase the 158 

survey was completed by 255 UCT academics, researchers and postdoctoral fellows and 30 159 

academics and researchers were interviewed in the follow-up phase. The study was ethically 160 

cleared by [anonymised by journal administrator]. Among the critical questions interrogated 161 

by the study, were the following:  162 

1. What metrics are used across disciplines for assessing research impact, and extent of 163 

satisfaction with these metrics? 164 

2. What are the challenges experienced with research impact assessment methods? 165 

3. What are the best practices that may be utilised in research impact assessment? 166 

Findings and discussion 167 

This section outlines study participants’ biographical data as well as findings in response to 168 

the critical questions from the questionnaire survey and interviews. The questionnaire had an 169 

actual survey response of 255 (14%) valid responses, where respondents completed most 170 

items. This might have been due to survey fatigue in a time of much COVID-19 survey work 171 
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taking place or low interest in participating as research impact assessment is an ‘emerging 172 

area’. While a 14% response rate may not be ideal, it nevertheless provides data for significant 173 

reporting and, furthermore, the questionnaire was only one of two data collection methods 174 

used in this mixed methods study. The total number of participants (n values) may vary due 175 

to some participants not responding to certain questions; n values may also vary for multiple 176 

response questions. 177 

The study targeted data collection from all academic and research staff from UCT’s eight 178 

faculties: Commerce, Engineering and Built Environment (EBE), Health Sciences, Humanities, 179 

Law, Science, Graduate School of Business (GSB) and the Centre for Higher Education 180 

Development (CHED). The Health Sciences faculty had the highest number of academics and 181 

researchers and thus more participants in both the questionnaire (22.4%) and interviews 182 

(23.3%). The faculties of Humanities (21.2%) and Science (18.4%) were also part of the top 183 

three faculties in terms of participants in the questionnaire survey. The science related 184 

faculties (EBE, Health Sciences, Science) totalled 56.6% of participants for the interviews, and 185 

there were no participants from the GSB for this second qualitative phase of the study. More 186 

than 50% of the questionnaire respondents were early career researchers (ECRs) (mostly 187 

Postdoctoral fellows, Junior lecturers, Lecturers and Research fellows) while other ranks 188 

overlapped between mid-career researchers and established researchers. Usefully for the 189 

study, in the case of the interview participants a total of 58% were either mid-career or 190 

established researchers, somewhat higher than observed for the questionnaire survey were 191 

ECRs were the majority (53.7%).  192 

Use and extent of satisfaction with metrics 193 

Metrics used and other indicators utilised for different career milestones are depicted in Figure 194 

1, with metrics being mostly used for research funding applications and ad-hominem 195 

promotion (a Latin phrase used to refer to the person; in this context it refers to the promotion 196 

of an individual in terms of academic rank) applications (55.4% in total). Other uses of metrics 197 

and other indicators of research impact included: job and fellowship applications, performance 198 

review, international peer review, when deciding which papers to cite, curriculum vitae 199 

development, for professional society award, and during submission of a manuscript for 200 

publication. Table 1 reflects surveyed academics and researcher’s level of satisfaction with 201 

metric indicators of research impact in their disciplines or interdisciplinary spaces. Generally 202 

researchers were satisfied and partially satisfied with ‘Bibliometrics’ (for total citations and for 203 

h-index). With regard to extent of satisfaction with ‘Altmetrics’, though academics and 204 

researchers’ responses were almost fairly distributed across all four options they, still, seemed 205 

not satisfied with social media or found it not applicable. This is on par with the study on 206 
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European universities34, where 54% of respondents found altmetrics to be ‘unimportant’ or ‘of 207 

little importance’ for evaluation practices.  208 

Table 2 presents academics and researchers’ use of metrics according to the Payback 209 

Framework (the study’s supporting theory) categories. The Table shows a positive association 210 

(>70%) between use of bibliometric indicators and the ‘Advancing knowledge’ benefit category 211 

except for the outreach sub-category. This is in alignment with the question that explored 212 

extent of satisfaction with metrics. However, authors35 have cautioned against citations 213 

because they do not provide a complete picture, also citations ignore many other audiences 214 

of scholarly literature who may read and use but not cite the work. Hence, there is a need for 215 

indicators that can embrace the complexity of research and the resulting impact resulting. 216 

Qualitative indicators tend to be used for ‘Impacts on policy’, ‘Impacts on practice’ and ‘Broad 217 

economic and social impacts’ benefit categories (see Table 2). A significant number of 218 

researchers reported that some of the benefit sub-categories were not applicable to them, 219 

such as commercialisation and research policy. This is in line with study’s survey respondents 220 

as 45% of the respondents were from human sciences disciplines (Humanities, Law, 221 

Commerce, GSB and CHED) where such impacts might be secondary. Table 3 shows that 222 

more than 55% (combined) of the researchers were either partially satisfied or satisfied in the 223 

‘Advancing knowledge’ benefit category. The mean scores indicate that on average survey 224 

respondents were partially satisfied with other benefit categories, and not satisfied with ‘Broad 225 

economic and social impacts – commercialisation’. Approximately 20% of the respondents 226 

found other impacts listed (Table 3) to be ‘not applicable’ to them. 227 

The study also explored academics and researchers’ level of importance of the specific 228 

research impacts. The ‘Advancing knowledge-research quality’ sub-category was regarded 229 

most important (57.1%). The ‘Broad economic and social impacts-commercialisation' sub-230 

category was rated as least important (35.3%). This was in alignment to what was observed 231 

in Table 3 in relation to extent of satisfaction with metrics. In other benefit categories there 232 

was no clear importance as the mean scores leaned towards neutral with a standard deviation 233 

of one and more, and a Cronbach's Alpha coefficient of 0.854 which is an indication of strong 234 

reliability of the scores for academic and researchers’ importance of specific research impacts. 235 

Table 4 presents a significant difference for academics and researchers’ importance of 236 

research impacts among number of years engaged in research generally (p< 0.05), hence 237 

academics and researchers’ importance of research impacts differs among number of years 238 

engaged in research generally. Researchers who had 31 years and above years of experience 239 

had a mean rank of 41.63 compared to those with ‘less than 5 years’ experience in research 240 

with a mean rank of 82.98. This may suggest that academics and researchers with more years 241 

of experience attach less importance to research impacts. The study found no significant 242 
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difference between faculty or rank and academics and researchers’ importance of research 243 

impacts.  244 

Challenges encountered with current metrics for assessing 245 

research impact  246 

Table 5 presents common challenges with current metrics for assessing research impact as 247 

shared by academics and researchers. Academics and researchers agree on common metric 248 

challenges which include (see Table 5): Bias and discipline coverage (73.1%); Behavioural 249 

impact (72.3%); and, Interpretation (65.5%) - an indication that most researchers concur on 250 

these top three common challenges. The challenges related to metric indicators were also 251 

explored via semi-structured interviews and one academic/researcher commented that ‘These 252 

metrics tend to be very biased and push academics to behave like a corporation with a big 253 

divide between established researchers and ECRs’. A majority of the academics and 254 

researchers interviewed reacted to challenges to do with bibliometrics such as systemic bias 255 

against individuals in or from the global south, biases against younger researchers or those 256 

who have not been researching for long. Academics and researchers also noted the biases 257 

which are embedded in current assessment systems which tend to privilege certain groupings 258 

and, related to this, an academic/researcher commented:  259 

‘Metrics and evaluation systems privilege researchers that have no responsibility 260 

outside of themselves and their institution… it privileges researchers and not people 261 

(who are also researchers) trying to change unjust systems.’ 262 

 An earlier study which agrees with this notion, pointed out that current incentives often 263 

discourage researchers and academics from engaging in ‘other’ work such as mentorship, 264 

social responsiveness as these kinds of work do not lend themselves towards the incentive 265 

structures.8 A common critique from the interviewed academics and researchers was that the 266 

limitations of quantitative indicators tend to fuel the ‘publish or perish’ principles where 267 

researchers tend to aim for quantity instead of quality research. An interviewed researcher in 268 

the study shared: ‘The one cardinal rule that [I] was told, quite unequivocally, when I came to 269 

UCT is that the university, institution and government only care about publications.’ Similarly, 270 

another academic/researcher, ‘Research assessment practice privileges dominant views, not 271 

paradigm-shifting thinking; polemic or controversial pieces e.g. Nattrass 2020 article published 272 

in South African Journal of Science will be hugely cited but is awful scholarship’. 273 

On a related point, an academic/researcher reflected on the importance of context with current 274 

systems for assessing research impact:  275 
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‘Metrics may be misinterpreted as an absolute measure of value, without taking 276 

contextual factors into account. The problem with this kind of approach is that it drives 277 

undesirable behaviour which should not be underestimated.’ 278 

This view was also argued by Agate and others, when they observed that bibliometrics and 279 

altmetrics quantify impact, thus resulting in a flattening and alienating effect because the 280 

assigning of scores as proxies of quality does not effectively account for nuances of context, 281 

depth of engagement and integrity of the process.5  282 

The study also enquired from surveyed academics and researchers about metric underlying 283 

principles regarded as important for assessing research impact. Table 6 indicates that for the 284 

Humanities faculty ‘Diversity of types of research is valued’ as an important principle and the 285 

Science faculty rated ‘Transparent reporting’ high. A few academics and researchers 286 

commented on ‘other’ important principles important for assessing research impact but which 287 

were not captured by the question, and these included: Contribution to equity and 288 

transformation; Reproducibility of research through supporting and recognising replication 289 

studies which relates to open science; and, Software and data as research outputs. 290 

Best practices for assessment of research impact 291 

Academics and researchers interviewed shared alternative indicators and methods that could 292 

be used for assessing research impact, for example, impact narratives, story-telling, and other 293 

qualitative methods, and argued for the need to allow flexibility in research impact assessment 294 

across disciplines. Traditional bibliometric techniques tend to give only a partial picture of 295 

research impact with no link to causality and thus metrics have shortcomings when used to 296 

measure broader impacts. Academics and researchers interviewed commented on the use of 297 

mixed methods such as case study approach as a meaningful method and best practice for 298 

assessing research impact and societal impact. The participants’ in the study shared their 299 

discontent with institutional culture and structures which at times tend to influence researchers 300 

in a negative way. An indication that there might some misalignment between institutional 301 

values and research impact assessment practices.  302 

Quite a few of the academics and researchers interviewed shared views about recognition 303 

and rewards as being the drivers of kinds of research and ultimately impact. At least a third of 304 

the interviewed academics/researchers expressed that they are engaged scholars, however, 305 

there is little to no recognition from their institutions for this and so they would rather focus on 306 

journal articles to achieve career advancement. Social responsiveness is one of the four 307 

portfolios in UCT’s ad-hominem promotion process, but this tends to be rated lower compared 308 

to research and teaching in assessment for promotion. Studies have shown that metrics 309 

cannot account for the more ephemeral, yet essential, interactions that happen in classrooms, 310 
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conferences, and neither can they capture the full range of activities performed by academics 311 

and researchers.8 Several of the academics/researchers interviewed noted the need for a 312 

range of methods for assessing the diverse benefits from research rather than restricting 313 

impacts to what can be measured. Moreover, meaningful methods for assessing research 314 

impact would be those that recognise disciplinary differences and do not prejudice any 315 

academics/researchers, a point also mentioned by Agate and others5. Hence, a case study 316 

technique would be a meaningful method, as it combines multiple sources of data to provide 317 

a holistic view of the impact from research, and it has the ability to contextualise research 318 

impact. Case studies are able to go deeper than metric indicators and thus more suited for 319 

assessing academic and broader impacts from research. Related to this study, Australian 320 

institutions are advocating for a greater use of quantitative and qualitative evaluation methods 321 

as they are considered to be “more accurate, transparent and responsible”34.    322 

Proposed holistic framework for assessing research impact 323 

The various data collection methods allowed the researcher to explain the occurrence of the 324 

phenomenon through integrating collected data to develop a holistic framework for assessing 325 

research impact. Hatch and Curry32 rightfully state that “any systemic change requires a 326 

fundamental shift in policies, processes, power structures and deeply held norms and values”. 327 

The proposed research impact assessment framework (Figure 2) aims to capture how 328 

research is conceptualised, funded and eventually assessed and reported to assist institutions 329 

and funders to manage research impacts, allocate resources and to learn from the process. 330 

Despite the proposed framework resembling a logical approach it does not assume that the 331 

research process is linear but adopts a process-view approach. The framework can be used 332 

for both individuals and research groups. The proposed framework acknowledges that impacts 333 

can occur at any point in the framework, nevertheless, this does not mean that impact 334 

categories do not commonly link to stages. The Payback Framework12 involves six stages 335 

(Stage 0 to 5) and this study, having been conceptually framed by the Payback Framework, 336 

adopts a similar process which follows the pathway to impact processes (inputs, outputs, 337 

activities, outcomes and impacts) taking into consideration institutional aspects and indicators 338 

at each stage, as per the New Institutional Theory13-15 which also informed this research. The 339 

proposed framework for assessing research impact in HEIs such as UCT (see Figure 2) is 340 

presented in five stages that outline how impact can be assessed throughout the research 341 

process taking into consideration the processes happening at each stage. The Framework 342 

also concedes that the research process begins before the inputs stage, that is, in the 343 

preparation stage (Stage 0) where the topic or issue identification happens before the research 344 

itself begins. Researchers and institutions have control from Stage 1 to Stage 3 as they are 345 
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leading the research process and how the outputs are disseminated, but neither the 346 

researcher nor the institution have control of what secondary outputs get adopted and lead to 347 

a beneficial outcome (Stages 4 and 5) - this is dependent on the beneficiaries.   348 

In the inputs stage the indicators of impact can be used to indicate resource investment using 349 

metric indicators and narratives. The environment and research culture are key to the 350 

framework and the inputs stage which speaks to the organisational aspect and the broader 351 

environment which researchers are part of. Similar to Stage 1, in Stage 2 indicators of 352 

research impact such as metrics and narratives would be appropriate for evidencing research 353 

outputs. Attribution for impacts on policy (Stage 3) may be hard to evidence, hence more 354 

dynamic and context-sensitive approaches would be most suitable in this stage, for example, 355 

narratives and complementing metrics with other relevant qualitative indicators. Secondary 356 

outputs (Stage 4) may go on to become outcomes if they get adopted by the public and 357 

practitioners in a specific discipline. Metrics and other quantitative indicators are not able to 358 

tell the full story of these kinds of impacts, and therefore for this stage a mixed methods case 359 

study approach and impact narratives would be appropriate. The final outcomes, also referred 360 

to as the broader economic and social impacts, contribute to positive change in some part of 361 

society. Final outcomes (commercialisation and social benefits), similar to Stage 4, the final 362 

outcomes (Stage 5) are also hard to attribute and may take years to show, and therefore here 363 

too a mixed methods case study approach and impact narratives would be more appropriate. 364 

Similar frameworks such as the NRF’s24 agree that impact from research is better 365 

demonstrated through case studies, other relevant indicators and through narratives, 366 

however, these serve a different purpose as they do not evaluate impact.  367 

Conclusion and recommendations 368 

Research impact assessments and indicators used should be context-sensitive and move 369 

away from over-dependence on proxy measures of impact which may enforce the biases that 370 

are embedded in these quantitative metrics. In addition, metrics should support decision-371 

making but not be the basis of decisions in research impact assessments. Similarly, there is 372 

a need to adopt and adapt, where necessary, other approaches that can better evidence the 373 

impact of research in academia and beyond. To narrow this gap and to allow for meaningful 374 

assessment of research impact, both the institution and funders need to develop standards 375 

(and templates) and structures to support researchers in their use of impact case studies to 376 

showcase the impact of their research. Moreover research support services would need to 377 

raise awareness and assist researchers and academics in the use of these impact case 378 

studies.  379 
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Multi-disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity of research necessitates that all faculties broaden the 380 

scope of what is being valued as relevant research output, activity or outcome, and 381 

appropriately incentivise and recognise this broader range of academic activities in future. 382 

This study recommends that research impact assessment both in practice and in policy needs 383 

to be adjusted and revised to ensure that research impact assessment practices are fit for 384 

purpose. Additionally, all contributions to research or scholarly activities need to be 385 

recognised. Institutions and funders need to adequately incentivise responsible research 386 

assessment practices such as open access and open science to encourage quality research 387 

and impactful research. Open science and open access are not adequately incentivised in 388 

promotion, hiring and funding guidelines; alignment of open access and open science related 389 

policy and research impact assessment practices may move the institution a step closer to 390 

achieving equitable and responsible research impact assessment. As research becomes more 391 

dynamic and the outputs and benefits from research become increasingly complex, we can 392 

no longer depend on old approaches to new challenges but need to creatively and 393 

collaboratively find solutions to these problems to equitably assess the impact from research.  394 
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