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Exploding on impact
Aidan Byrne, chief executive of the Australian Research Council, tells Adam Smith 
that impact case studies are a waste of time.

‘Do you learn 
anything from 
case studies 
that materially 
affects the 
outcome 
of resource 
allocation?’ 

When Aidan Byrne says he doesn’t like impact case 
studies, it’s not out of sympathy for the poor souls who 
have spent 2 years working on them for the Research 
Excellence Framework. The chief executive of the 
Australian Research Council doubts whether this is a 
meaningful way to assess research at all. “Is it an effec-
tive evaluation?” he asks. “I don’t think it is.”

Byrne is being slightly mischievous. He knows it’s 
unfair to compare the REF with its cousin Excellence in 
Research for Australia. The REF will inform the allocation 
of almost all the block grants for research made to uni-
versities in the UK—£1.6 billion in total. By contrast, the 
ERA only determines the allocation of about 5 per cent of 
grants to Australian universities—$85 million (around 
£47m). However, it is intended as an assessment of the 
entire Australian research system. That is why it is done 
by the ARC, which is roughly the equivalent of the seven 
UK research councils plus the REF division of the Higher 
Education Funding Council for England.

Byrne is cautious about appearing to dictate to his UK 
counterparts as he knows the REF and ERA are of course 
“different beasts”. But he can’t help weighing the two 
up—he is in London to study the UK system, after all. 
We meet in a cafe close to the Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills in London, where Byrne has been 
comparing notes on research assessment with UK civil 
servants.

Since the UK allocates so much funding based on 
the REF results, which are due to be published on 18 
December, Byrne recognises that it makes “a bit of 
sense” to include some kind of measure of impact. Case 
studies are good for telling stories, he says, but “if the 

policy objective is to improve the 
system then you’ve got to think a 
bit harder”. He says that despite all 
the thinking, there is no watertight 
measure of impact yet. “No one 
knows what the magic bit of data is.” 

He is sceptical about whether the 
UK has nailed it by asking academics 
to write case studies. “Is it an effec-
tive way of doing it?” he asks. “Do 
you learn anything that materially 
affects the outcome of the resource 
allocation?”

For research assessment nerds, 
this is a very deep question. If the 

answer to Byrne’s academic query is no and the REF 
results from 2014 give rise to funding allocations in 
the same proportions as the results from 2008, then the 
impact case studies will be seen as a wasted exercise. 
“We’re watching with great interest,” says Byrne.

Byrne took on the top job at the ARC in July 2012, after 
a career as a physicist based at universities in Australia 
and New Zealand plus a 2-year stint as a research fel-
low in Germany. He says he wondered whether he would 
regret taking on such a different job, but that he is loving 
it now. He certainly enjoys discussing the relative merits 
of the Australian and UK research systems as political 
pressures in both countries demand value for money.

Byrne says case studies have their place. “Every uni-
versity should be telling the world all the good things 
it is doing,” he says. Indeed, case studies are valuable 
documents in the communications enterprise.

He is also keen to emphasise that it is right and proper 
to assess impact. Australia toyed with the idea when it 
included impact evaluation in a pilot of a new form of 
research assessment under the previous government. 
Impact assessment never became a full component 
of ERA because, Byrne claims, including it in a pilot 
achieved the ARC’s objective of getting universities to 
think about it. He believes that impact is now embedded 
into researchers’ mindsets. The same will happen in the 
UK, he reckons. 

The ERA is nowhere near as valuable to universities 
down under as the REF is to British ones—and yet it 
managed to get Australian universities to take impact 
seriously with a mere pilot, according to Byrne. That is 
quite a claim. Don’t universities need greater incentives 
to demonstrate the impact they have? Byrne concedes 
that funding is often the best motivation: “Universities 
are hyper sensitive—they respond to the sniff of money.” 
But he points out that REF is expensive to run. So if uni-
versities now realise that impact is a good thing but the 
case studies do not materially alter the REF results, could 
they be scrapped from the next round? “There’s a case to 
be made for that,” says Byrne. It is a controversial idea to 
air just two doors down from BIS.

One reason why we are meeting in a cafe and not at the 
department is because the latter is in lockdown following  
a protest outside. Byrne doesn’t give the impression of 
being a subversive man, but clearly he likes to throw out 
an intellectual clusterbomb once in a while.
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