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Chair’s Introduction, Veronica Littlewood

The question that was at the heart of the session was “Are quantitative metrics ever useful markers 
of performance?”

At present, both HEFCE and the Research Councils collect metrics around knowledge exchange 
activities (e.g. the HEBCI survey and annual reporting on Impact Acceleration Accounts). These 
surveys collect metrics on defined activities (e.g. numbers of patents, licenses, spinouts, IP, 
collaborative research) but in this session we wanted to look at how useful are they to our 
community in terms of understanding the added value of our roles or what constitutes good 
practice?

One of the outcomes from the recent Stern Review of the Research Excellence Framework 
maintained a commitment to a broad conceptualization of ‘Impact’; not just in terms of socio-
economic impact but also to “include impact on government policy, on public engagement and 
understanding, on cultural life, on academic impacts outside the field, and impacts on teaching.”  
Whilst some metrics are likely to feature in the next REF exercise (in the context of the institutional 
environment statement), it’s important to take heed of the potential limitations and unintended 
consequences of metrics outlined in the ‘Metric Tide’ report, particularly with regard to ‘impact’. Are
metrics just about reporting back to Government or is there a way in which we can make metrics 
work for researchers, Universities and Businesses and our own practice as knowledge exchange and 
commercialization professionals?

This session aimed to provoke discussion of whether metrics are useful markers of performance and 
how these are applied in different industry sectors i.e. funders, universities and the private sector.
 
Presentation Summaries:

Alice Frost, Head of Knowledge Exchange, HEFCE – “Value for Money Culture”

Metrics need to be set within an analytical framework; in practice this means being clear about the
question(s) you’re asking and how evidence, including metrics where appropriate, can inform the
answer(s).   An  important  question  that  faces  government,  HEFCE  and  universities  is  value  for
resource – comparing the likely benefits from activities with their necessary inputs, such as time or
money.  Qualitative or  quantitative evidence may be helpful  in  making judgements on value for
money. Often quantitative evidence is particularly valuable in answering questions for government
or HEFCE on return on investment, for example, if the question is ‘what value is derived from the
£4bn Science Budget’ then metrics can provide the evidence base.  Whilst qualitative case studies
provide an illustration of how and why investment in research is important, metrics can underpin
the justification for why the scale of the investment is important; vital for HEFCE and Government.  

The Treasury’s ‘Green Book’ outlines the ROAMEF approach:

R= Rationale

O= Objective

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/541338/ind-16-9-ref-stern-review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/220541/green_book_complete.pdf
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/rereports/Year/2015/metrictide/Title,104463,en.html


A= Appraisal

M=Monitoring

E= Evaluation

F= Feedback

Metrics  even  when  debated  can  be  useful  in  prompting  debates,  such  as  about  drivers  of
performance. Data visualization can help the interpretation of KE related metrics. Scattergraphs, for
example, produce useful information that compares data by looking at clusters for benchmarking
rather that league tables. 

Kathryn Walsh, Director of Enterprise Office, Loughborough University

Kathryn recounted the history of Loughborough University form its origins as an Institutional Factory
in 1909 to today’s progressive modern university. However the remit of the University has remained
the same – the ‘public good’ is at the core of its mission.

Kathryn stressed that there are so many pulls on time and resources within the institution; space,
money, academic workload that it is a challenge to find the time and space for Knowledge Exchange
(KE). In this context, HEBCIS is very powerful for emphasizing the important of the institutional KE
performance at national level. KE capacity also serves as an important driver for additional funding
including EU structural funds. 

Metrics have the potential to influence behavior for institutions in multiple ways:

1. Institutional  level  strategy/implementation  plans:  aggregate  level  metrics  provide  a
snapshot but it’s difficult to see what makes a difference at the micro level, or over time.

2. Behavior  within  institutions:  HEBCIS  does  change  dialogue  within  an  institution  by
emphasizing its importance on a national level.

3. Academic schools: metrics can contribute to a sense of internal competition and internally
promotes debate

4. Performance over time: Year or year improvements can be seen

5. REF:   Measure of  ‘Impact’  indirectly  measures  some of  the output  of  KE  activity  within
Universities.  

REF Impact has been a game changer in institutions in terms of valuing Knowledge Exchange activity.
It  is  also  a  leveler  between  faculties  e.g.  Arts  and  Humanities  can  have  as  much  Impact  as
Engineering.  Within  the  REF  framework,  however,  the  role  of  Knowledge  Exchange  and
Commercialisation  (KEC)  professionals  and  activities  can  often  be  overlooked.  Schemes  such  as
HEFCE’s Higher Education Innovation Fund (HEIF) have often provided the ‘proof of concept’ funding
for valuable work that contributes towards a successful case study.   There is, however, no formal
credit for the Institution’s efforts in creating Impact in the REF framework, and so KE work is often
missing from the case study narrative.  This is to the detriment of understanding the real routes to
Impact that occur within Universities. 

The KE office contribute useful metrics and data to support:

 League tables

 Employability

 Engagement with SMEs

The national league tables tend not to focus on KE involvement but international tables have begun
to touch on the importance of KE.  For example, the THE World University rankings include 2.5%



weighting for the level of industrial income received. However, these league tables and the metrics
that underpin them still do not bring to the fore the specific contribution of KE activities and so could
influence Institutions wanting to maximize  their  league table positions to neglect  these broader
“public good” aspects of activity.  

In  summary,  there  are  several  metrics  in  existence  to  capture  the  outputs  and  outcomes  of
Knowledge  Exchange  activities.  HEBCI  metrics  work  well  for  some purposes.  REF  systematically
downplays  the  contributions  made  by  KE  activities  to  Impact.  And  perhaps  more  significantly
University League tables almost entirely neglect this area of University activity, potentially reducing
the attention given to KE success by Institutional leadership teams.  

Dr Mark Barnett, Senior Manager, Corporate Engineering and R&D, Magna International 

Magna International, a global automotive supplier, has many collaborative projects with Universities
and receives many more requests from institutions to collaborate on projects.  The company works
to tight timescales for commercializing innovation; less than 15 months from receiving the initial
idea emerging from a research project. 

The company has an “innovation pillar” and is looking for ideas that are:

 Smarter

 Cleaner

 Safer

 Lighter

 Affordable

Magna uses the HEBCIS survey in the initial identification of partners.  The ‘hard’ metrics offered by
the  HEBCIS  data  provide  an  indication  of  volume  and  capacity  for  business  engagement  and
commercial collaboration (the “black swans” who set themselves apart from the competition). Such
metrics tend to be indicative of Technology Transfer Offices that are friendly,  innovation driven,
administratively competent, good at doing business and do not bog down a company with lots of
paperwork  and red –tape.  It  is  also important  that  any partner  has  compatibility  with  Magna’s
technologies (which can be explored in an initial conversation between the University and Magna,
although  the  emphasis  is  on  the  University  to  display  its  wares  in  terms  of  the  capability  and
expertise that it can offer).

Equally  important,  however,  are  the  ‘soft  metrics’,  by  which  they  mean  organizations  that  are
creative and understand the importance of good relationship management. 

Timing is also crucial.  Every innovation needs academic freedom to create it but in order for it to
become a  business  proposition  it  is  important  to  identify  the  right  people  at  the  right  time.  If
Universities are too slow, then however good the technology is, the company will not be able to
react quickly enough to take advantage of the market opportunity. This is summarized quite neatly
as indicative of a ‘can-do’ approach and is equally as valuable, if not more so, than ‘hard’ metrics.

As well as the indicators of good performance, companies often need to identify ‘bad metrics’ which
might include red- tape, lack of focus and structure to meetings which use extensive and irrelevant
power point presentations.. A powerful indicator of an institution or a person that Magna would like
to do business with would be one which can get its message over in 30 seconds! This last point is
essential,  since Magna funds individuals not Universities and the challenge is accessing the right
individuals, wherever they are based.

Session summary

From  the  funder’s  perspective,  it  is  acknowledged  that  there  are  considerable  challenges  in
capturing ‘impact’  using metrics.  However,  for HEFCE and other research funders,  the case for



return on investment has to be made convincingly and succinctly to the Treasury to demonstrate
the  value-added.   Metrics  can  therefore  be  compelling  as  part  of  this  case.  For  universities,
Kathryn’s view was that developing new metrics was not necessarily the answer, but there could be
further discussion, involving a range of relevant stakeholders, around how metrics are collected,
interpreted and used in decision making for difference purposes. . 

From a business perspective, Mark reaffirmed that KEC professionals have a very good reputation in
the  UK  and  clearly  make  a  value  contribution  to  the  process  of  business  engagement  and
commercialization of University based research. We do not want to divert attention away from the
core job by creating further work associated with the collection of metrics,  and that in the end
facilitating an idea which will lead to the development of an end product will provide metrics itself.
Focusing on the eventual outcome is vital and this means having an outward facing approach and
getting inventions out into the wider world. 

This parallel  session was a useful  first step in airing the issues surrounding the collection and
utilisation  of  metrics  from  a  range  of  different  perspectives;  Government/funding  agencies;
Universities  and the companies  that  they interact  with.  The key to getting  the best  from our
metrics  is  likely to be in understanding how they are operationalized and, crucially,  how they
inform our decision making.  As one of our delegates neatly put it: “with great metrics comes great
responsibility.”


