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ABSTRACT 
What is new? This research-in-progress case study in one UK university 

setting looks at how supportive PhD supervisors are of 
impact work, what motivates PhD students to access impact 
support and whether there are barriers to PhD students 
from carrying out impact plans and what those barriers are. 

What was the 
approach? 

A mixed-method approach was used to collect quantitative 
data on student participation in impact training and 
qualitative data on their thoughts on impact work, 
supervisory support and motivators and barriers for doing 
impact work. 

What is the academic 
impact? 

Clinical science students found it easier to understand the 
direct impacts of their work compared to life science 
students. Over time, students developed a better 
understanding of the potential impacts of their work. The 
majority of students discussed their impact with their 
supervisors but did not discuss time, budget or monitoring 
plans for impact activities. The majority of students talked 
about a lack of supervisor support for impact work and a 
need for better supervisor training. Students identified 
motivators and barriers for doing impact work. 

What is the wider 
impact? 

The study suggests that there is a gap in training and 
support for doctoral students to develop the societal 
impact of their research. Impact work helps students to 
develop skills and experience valued by employers. 
However, PhD students may not receive impact training as 
part of their degrees. Supervisors may be unsupportive of 
PhD students doing impact work because it may distract 
from core research activities. Based on the study findings, 
the author has made recommendations for addressing this 
gap. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Universities have a fundamental role to play in learning and teaching and generating 
research impact and need to simultaneously embrace their role as targets for and 
enablers of change (Steele and Rickards, 2021). There are over 100,000 doctoral 
students studying in the UK (HESA, 2022). Postgraduate research often pushes the 
boundaries of knowledge and is, according to Professor Jeff Bamber, deputy dean 
(biomedical sciences) at the Institute of Cancer Research, ‘fundamental and essential to 
the future of scientific research’ (Manning, 2021). PhD students often teach and, 
particularly international students, bring diversity and new perspectives to their 
universities (Walker, 2018). They are also future research leaders (Jones, 2013). 

This diverse student body navigates its way through the doctoral journey in different 
ways based on profiles, intentions and expectations in the quest for the self; the 
intellectual quest; and the professional quest (Skakni, 2018). Students are supported 
through their journeys through multiple sources of researcher development support i.e. 
supervisors, researcher communities and non-academic communities or individuals 
(Bitzer et al., 2018) as they traverse the socialisation processes that influence the success 
of their degrees (Gardner, 2007). In the UK, a major non-academic community of 
support is professional services staff in roles that support or manage research or are 
part of a Doctoral College, for example. This community forms part of university-
sanctioned support for doctoral students (Wisker et al., 2017) and may also provide 
training beyond the scholarly support that students receive from their supervisors 
(Candy et al., 2019). 

Universities in the UK also use the Researcher Development Framework, the major 
approach to researcher development in the UK, which describes the knowledge, 
attributes and behaviours of successful researchers (Vitae, 2010). The Framework, 
developed by Vitae in 2010 in order to implement the Concordat to Support the Career 
Development of Researchers, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education’s 
Code of practice for research degree programmes and the ‘Roberts’ recommendations 
for postgraduate researchers and research staff, names ‘Engagement, influence and 
impact’ as one of its four domains. This is because universities have a role to play in 
society, which is to create, disseminate and apply new knowledge (Aguinis et al., 2021). 
Indeed, UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) is the public body that is responsible for 
supporting research and knowledge exchange, including at higher education 
institutions in the UK. It ‘exists to fund researchers who generate knowledge that 
society needs, and innovators who can turn this knowledge into public benefit’ (UKRI, 
2020). There is increased demand for research evidence that can inform policy and 
business decisions (Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, 2017). Additionally, 
utilising public money to carry out research brings responsibility and accountability for 
maximising the benefit of research to society (Sandes-Guimarães and Hourneaux 



Suri-Ogilvie 

3 
 

Junior, 2020). Finally, in the UK, universities also go through research excellence 
evaluation exercises, such as the Research Excellence Framework (REF), which use 
impact measurement to determine how much research quality-related funding each 
university gets from the national research funding bodies (Penfield et al., 2014; UKRI, 
n.d.). The most recent REF exercise was in 2021 in which impact counted for 25% of 
total scores that universities earned. Together, these are the drivers that incentivise 
research impact in the UK. 

Doctoral students are a key part of universities’ impact work as they are major 
knowledge producers in collaborative partnerships and agents of knowledge transfer in 
these partnerships (Thune, 2009). Their research also contributes to social innovation 
and sustainable development, which enable universities to have societal impact (Belcher 
et al., 2022). From the student perspective, doing impact work helps to develop skills 
and experience valued by employers outside academia, such as negotiating and 
influencing. Stakeholder mapping can help them to think creatively and ambitiously 
about their research users, such as industry, government or charity partners, and how 
to engage with them. This can, in turn, broaden their network and future academic and 
non-academic career options (Laundon, 2017). 

However, earlier research has reported that PhD students do not always receive formal 
or informal impact training as part of their degrees. Indeed, at the time that this earlier 
research was conducted impact training was directed at established academics only 
and doctoral students only had peripheral awareness of the impact agenda (Laundon, 
2017). Furthermore, supervisors had concerns about PhD students doing impact work 
because it may distract from core research activities and interfere with the timelines for 
completion (Chubb and Reed, 2017). Others have found that there is a gap in training 
and support for doctoral students to do impact work in order to develop an impact 
culture within universities (Belcher et al., 2022). 

The overarching aim of the research project reported here was, therefore, to address 
this gap to enable universities to better design and develop impact training and 
support mechanisms for students and thus drive forward their impact work. The author 
sought to: (1) improve the understanding of how supportive PhD supervisors are of 
impact work, (2) understand what motivates PhD students to access impact support 
based on their intentions and expectations in the quest of the self, intellectual quest 
and professional quest, and (3) whether there are barriers to PhD students from 
carrying out impact plans and what those barriers are. 

METHODS 

APPROACH AND DESIGN 
The objectives (Chew, 2017) of this practice-based service evaluation study were to: 

1. Record what students thought about impact and how it is discussed in their 
Faculties before the start of the project; 

2. Examine supervisory support for impact planning and training; and 
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3. Analyse motivators and barriers for doing impact work amongst PhD students.  

A sequential, mixed-method approach was used in this study in order to collect firstly 
quantitative data on student participation in impact training and then qualitative data 
on their thoughts on impact work, supervisory support they received and their 
motivators and barriers for doing impact work. 

The University in which this case study was conducted has an intake of approximately 
200 PhD students each year, roughly split between three Faculties. The project started 
with the Cohort Day on Impact for PhD students in the second year of their PhDs in 
February 2020, which 82 students attended. On the day, baseline data were collected 
about student understanding of research impact. The whole Cohort was invited to the 
Day to learn about research impact, why it’s important and what services are available 
at the University to support impact work. Six months after this Day (August 2020) 
follow-up questionnaires were sent to students who attended. The questionnaires 
invited interest in participating in semi-structured interviews. Twenty-four months after 
the Day (February 2022) the same follow-up questionnaire was sent to students who 
attended the Day and interest in participating in semi-structured interviews was invited. 

ETHICS AND SAMPLING 
The study was set up as an evaluation of the support available for PhD students at the 
University. Interviewed students consented to being recorded, and the use of 
anonymised quotes from the interviews for research purposes. As a service evaluation, 
formal ethical review was not required, and no safeguarding or ethical concerns were 
identified in this study by the author or their managers either prior to its 
commencement or during the project. Non-gendered pronouns have been used in this 
article to protect participant identities. 

There is baseline data from 51 students who attended the PhD Year two Cohort Day on 
Impact in February 2020 because not all the students who attended participated in 
baseline data collection. 21 students of the original 51 responded to the six-month 
follow-up questionnaire and 14 students of the original 51 responded to the 24-month 
follow-up questionnaire. 10 of the 21 students who responded to the six month follow-
up questionnaire attended six-month follow-up semi-structured interviews. Five 
students of the 14 that responded to the 24-month follow-up questionnaire attended 
the 24-month follow-up semi-structured interviews.  Four of the five 24-month 
interviewees also took part at six months. A flow diagram of the data points is shown in 
Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Flow diagram of data collection 

DATA COLLECTION 

Real-time feedback collected using Mentimeter 
Real-time feedback was collected during the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in 
2020 via Mentimeter (Mentimeter, n.d.). The platform allowed the collection of free text 
and multiple choice answers on questions about what the students associated with the 
word ‘impact’ and how it was discussed in the Faculties and what they knew about it. 

Six- and 24-month follow-up questionnaires 
Questionnaires asked students whether they had discussed the impact of their research 
with their supervisor and/or the Impact Team and whether they had agreed on 
timelines, a budget and how they would monitor progress for impact activities with 
their supervisor. Data were categorised and managed in Excel. For each question, 
students were also given a free text box to add more detail about their experiences. 
The free text boxes were used to help construct questions for the semi-structured 
interviews described below. 

Semi-structured interviews 
The purpose of the interviews was to probe for more in-depth insights around the 
objectives of this research study. Students were asked to name their supervisor only if 
they felt comfortable doing so. This was done in order to establish whether the 
supervisor had been involved in the preparation of a REF impact case study based on 
the assumption that supervisors who had been involved in developing case studies 
would have a better understanding of the meaning and significance of research impact. 
Students were then asked what their research was about, what the expected impacts 
were, what conversations they had had with their supervisor about impact before the 
PhD Year two Cohort Day in 2020 and whether those conversations had evolved since 
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the session. If students said that they had not engaged in any impact-related 
conversations with their supervisor, they were asked further probing questions about 
what would encourage them to have those conversations or what they thought would 
happen if they initiated those types of conversations. Students were also encouraged to 
talk about what would motivate them to do impact work and how professional services 
support staff could support them in order to get them talking about what the barriers 
were. 

In the 24-month follow-up interviews students were asked how their impact plans were 
progressing and what further conversations they had had with their supervisor about 
their impact plans and work. Where a student’s supervisor was involved in preparing a 
REF impact case study, they were asked about any conversations they had had with 
their supervisor about the REF. They were also asked how professional services staff 
could support students in their impact work to enable them to talk about anything that 
motivated them or any barriers that they were facing and further probing. Comments 
from the free text box from the 24-month follow-up questionnaire and the six-month 
follow-up interview data were used to support the interview design process. For the 
one student for whom there was no six-month follow-up interview data, the six-month 
follow-up interview format was used at the 24-month time point. 

THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF THE INTERVIEWS 
All data were managed using Microsoft Excel. A six-phase process was followed as 
outlined by Braun and Clarke (Clarke and Braun, 2013). All interviews were listened to 
and transcribed in the familiarisation phase of data analysis. An open coding approach 
was used to generate initial codes. In reviewing these, axial coding was used to find 
connections between codes and integrate them into categories. Finally, selective coding 
was used to generate inductive themes (Corbin and Strauss, 1990) on (1) student 
understanding of research impact, (2) supervisor support for impact planning and 
training and the (3) motivators for and (4) barriers to impact work, described in the 
findings section. For themes (3) and (4), the author has provided a more detailed 
description of the individual categories as they were sufficiently distinct from each 
other. Based on the findings of this research study the author has made practical 
recommendations for combating the barriers to PhD student impact work in the 
discussion section. 

FINDINGS 

FACULTY REPRESENTATION IN THE STUDY SAMPLE 
The Humanities and Social Sciences Faculty is significantly underrepresented in data 
collected during the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in February 2020, as seen in 
Figure 2. However, these data are self-reported and a significant proportion of students 
did not report belonging to a specific Faculty. 



Suri-Ogilvie 

7 
 

 
Figure 2: Breakdown of attendance figures based on Faculty. The figure shows 

breakdown by number and percentage of attendees. 

The Figure 3 shows the Faculties represented by the students who completed the six- 
and 24-month follow-up questionnaires. None of the students who responded to the 
24-month follow-up questionnaire were from the Humanities and Social Sciences 
Faculty. 

 
A)      B) 

Figure 3: Breakdown of responses to the six- and 24-month follow-up surveys by Faculty. 
The results are broken down into numbers and percentages. A) Faculty information for 
students who responded to the six-month survey. B) Faculty information for students 

who responded to the 24-month survey. 

In the semi-structured interviews, students self-reported discipline areas that they were 
working in. No students from the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences signed up 
for either the six- or 24-month follow-up interviews, as shown in Figure 4. 
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A)   

    
B) 

Figure 4: Self-reported discipline areas for the students that attended semi-structured 
interviews at six and 24 months. Responses are broken down by number of students. A) 

Discipline information for students who attended six-month follow-up interviews. B) 
Discipline information for students who attended 24-month follow-up interviews. 
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THEME 1: STUDENT UNDERSTANDING OF RESEARCH IMPACT 
At the start of the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in 2020, students were asked 
what they associated with the word ‘impact’. The resulting word cloud can be seen in 
Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5: Students responded to the question ‘what do you associate with the word 

‘impact’?’ at the start of the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in 2020. A word cloud 
was generated from the words and phrases that students used in response. 

The students were also asked how impact is discussed in their Faculties. Of the 51 
students engaged with the survey, only one student was from the Faculty of Humanities 
and Social Sciences and felt that impact was not at all discussed in their Faculty. No 
students felt that impact was only discussed in their Faculties for REF purposes. 

Finally, students were asked what they knew about impact. They were given four 
statements and had to choose whether they strongly disagreed, disagreed, neither 
agreed nor disagreed, agreed or strongly agreed: 

1. I know nothing about impact: the majority of students responding disagreed 
with this statement.  

2. I’ve heard of impact but don’t know what it is: there was a roughly even split 
between students who agreed and disagreed with this statement. 

3. I’m in a research group with a REF impact case study: as expected, the majority 
of students responding disagreed with this statement. This is because the REF 
submission represents only a small minority of impact case studies across the 
University. 

4. I always plan on my research having impact: there was a roughly even split 
between students who agreed and disagreed with this statement. 

Six months after the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact, follow-up semi-structured 
interviews were carried out to understand how student understanding of impact had 
developed. Students working in the clinical sciences found it a lot easier to understand 
the direct impacts of their work and how it would translate into patient benefits 
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compared to life science students, one of whom thought, “am I doing anything that’s 
worth doing and am I helping the world in any possible way?” However, one of the 
medical sciences students felt that “impact and how it changes things is not my job, 
which is to extract the data so that people can look at it and make it impactful so that 
policies can be made by the people that have the power to do so”. Students also 
thought about research impact and the skills they were developing in doing impact 
work such as communication through conferences, public outreach and social media 
helpful for job applications. One student even organised a mental health survey for PhD 
students during lockdown and said that they “also think this is impact: gathering 
information from PhD students about how they’re feeling and sending out the survey 
results to people within the Institute who have the power to change things and 
hopefully get better mental health support”. 

The 24-month follow-up interviews revealed a better understanding of the potential 
impact of students’ projects and more of an interest in what impacts their work could 
have. They were able to articulate the kinds of impacts their work could have such as 
“enhance wellbeing, save money, help them [patients] get longer-life tooth implant[s] in 
their life” and “clinical impact to address some issues that the hospital is having or is 
struggling with and to help the NHS system with this particular problem”. However, 
they still framed their impact work only around publications (Green, 2019) and talked 
about having impact plans but not knowing how to execute them. Students also talked 
about thinking about their impact while in the writing-up stage of their PhDs because 
“there is the final chapter of conclusions and that will be the moment where I actually 
start thinking about it more specifically because that’s what I need to write about”. 
Other students talked about thinking about the value of doing impact work for going 
into industry jobs or jobs closely related to their PhDs. 

THEME 2: SUPERVISOR SUPPORT FOR IMPACT PLANNING AND TRAINING 
Students who attended the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in 2020 were asked 
how they heard about the training session and what made them decide to come. No 
students had heard about the session from their supervisor or were recommended it by 
their supervisor. The majority of students heard about the session through the Doctoral 
College that supports all PhD students across the University. The majority of students 
attended in order to gain skills points, which are a requirement for PhD completion at 
the University, rather than to specifically learn about impact or make an impact plan. 

In the six- and 24-month follow-up questionnaires students were asked three questions 
about discussions they had had with their supervisors about research impact since the 
PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in 2020. These were: 

1. Have you discussed your research impact with your supervisor/the Impact Team? 

2. Have you and your supervisor set aside time/budget for your impact activities? 

3. Have you and your supervisor agreed on monitoring of progress of your impact 
activities? 
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The majority of students had discussed their research impact with their supervisors 
both six and 24 months after attending the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact. 
However, most students did not report discussions covering time, budget or 
monitoring plans for impact activities. In semi-structured follow-up interviews at six and 
24 months, the theme of supervisory support for impact work was further explored with 
the PhD students. One student talked about having a conversation with their supervisor 
about adapting their project to suit their interests and make it more translational. They 
also talked about continuing the work post-PhD and although they didn’t have any 
concrete plans in place they believed that “if I expressed an interest in continuing to my 
supervisor [they] would be supportive”. 

However, the majority of students interviewed talked about a lack of supervisor support 
for impact work and a need for better supervisor training. When asked about 
supervisory support for impact work one particular student said, “we don’t really speak 
like that. If the supervisor wants to talk about it, they will, I guess. The barrier is the 
person I’m involved with. They have a lot of work on their hands and are not very 
interactive with their PhD students so it’s unlikely that that sort of conversation will 
happen” … “but we don’t really talk about impact as my main job is to extract and deal 
with the data so we don’t have those kinds of conversations.” 

Another student talked about how “my supervisor is a very busy individual so getting 
meetings with [them] is very difficult even for the absolute necessities. [They’re] not one 
of those who’s in the lab with us or on the ground with us. [They’re] very much in the 
background so we give [them] progress reports. [They’re] not very hands on. [They’re] 
also extremely busy, [they] runs the clinics, [they’re] also now [in a senior leadership 
position] so [they’re] very busy with a host of other things. Organisation isn’t there and 
it’s also something that would benefit impact to have a bit more structure like goals to 
go towards. Right now, there isn’t any. There is money coming in, but the team is 
broken. There are easily identifiable ways to fix it, like a proper lab manager. Someone 
who’s on the ground and can see what’s going on. We’ve got our [professional 
development] points and the skills points and through doing that and the PhD student 
induction day is how I found out about impact and doing things like that and doing 
courses. That’s from my side how I found out about it, but I have no idea what [my 
supervisor] does on [their] side.” 

The supervisors of both these students are involved in preparing REF impact case 
studies. Academics involved in preparing REF impact case studies receive extensive 
group and 1:1 training and support on generating impact. They also interact with senior 
Faculty and University leadership about their impact case studies on a regular basis and 
are often featured on websites for their impact work and nominated for impact awards. 
However, the student experiences suggest that the impact support that these 
academics get is not being translated into impact support for their PhD students. 

Additionally, the University has a specialist team that supports academics thinking 
about protecting their intellectual property and starting their own spin-out companies. 
The team provides training for academics on a 1:1 basis, through workshops, including 
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with external trainers and internal case studies, and through online resources. However, 
one student talked about their supervisor being “keen to utilise [my] materials in real 
applications and [they] have suggested to start my own company to manufacture 
dental materials” … “but [they have not] shown me the pathway how to start a 
company, who should I contact, meetings or consultants to get started”. Another 
student believed that “collaboration is very important for impact” … “but [I] don’t know 
how much I can tell them about my project. I think it’s up to the supervisor but my 
supervisor has not been very helpful and is not too keen on collaborating.” 

THEME 3: MOTIVATORS FOR IMPACT WORK 

Category 3.1: Wanting to make a difference 
Students want their research to have impact and have an understanding of who might 
benefit from it and how. They said that “it’s half the reason why we get into science in 
the first place” and described how they “like something that has direct impact in 
patients or that will translate quicker”. Collaborative, inter- and cross-disciplinary work 
can lead to strong research impact due to the use of different areas of expertise and 
approaches to address real-world problems. Greater reach can improve the uptake of 
research evidence-based solutions to the problems. Students recognised the value of 
“people talking about their research” for promoting collaboration. There was also an 
interest in science communication and wanting to help patients to try and understand 
research while they “are still trying to wrap their heads around their own disease let 
alone go into research [because] that just gets too much”. 

Category 3.2: Skills and career development 
Students also talked about doing impact work in the context of developing their 
academic careers. They expressed an interest in working with their supervisors on the 
next stages of their projects or looking for jobs “closely related to my PhD”. Students 
described how working on technology “that’s not just for my patient group but a whole 
host of other conditions” … “would be good for future job applications.” Students also 
expressed an interest in developing transferable skills that could be useful for careers 
outside academia such as “commercialising a business idea from research”. However, 
there was an expectation that supervisors are able to provide support and guidance 
that is tailored to student’s interests and needs. 

THEME 4: BARRIERS TO IMPACT WORK 

Category 4.1: COVID-19 
This study began in February 2020, before the pandemic hit. COVID-19 has hugely 
disrupted PhD student research and had a big effect on how students are supported 
and their experiences. Timelines for completion were also affected. Students talked 
about not having “access to the software that I was supposed to be using so I was 
unable to work for some time” and having to “learn it by myself and without any sort of 
guidance”. This led to having “less time than expected to finish and get the final results, 
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and then think about impact”. Funding was also affected so it became a priority for 
students to get their data and move on to paid work. They also described being “stuck 
in my own world, doing my work” which was a problem because “it’s difficult to make 
any impact of your work if you don’t communicate your work to anybody”. 

However, some students reported being able to do some impactful research in spite of 
the pandemic. One student described making “kits that could be posted” because 
“people weren’t coming in to clinic because they were having to shield”. This also 
helped “to keep hospitals clear of anything unnecessary” and [with] the “blood bottle 
shortage”. They also talked about their work on identifying “a cohort of patients who 
weren’t producing antibodies [in response to the COVID-19 vaccine]” that was 
subsequently “really encouraged to get the [COVID-19 vaccine] booster”. Another 
student described “funding specifically designed to make the situation better for 
postgraduate students due to COVID” using which they were able to publish an opinion 
piece and reach a non-scientific audience. Finally, a student reported feeling anxious 
about their supervisor moving to another country but feeling like their supervisor 
“hasn’t gone anywhere because everything is online now” due to the pandemic. 
Therefore, there seems to be a balance of positive and challenging effects of COVID-19 
on student experiences and ability to do impactful work. 

Category 4.2: Timing of impact training and support 
Twenty-four months after the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in 2020, students 
talked about not remembering the content of the session. They felt that the training 
“would be really useful to have now towards the end of my PhD when I am […] seeing 
the full picture” as they were starting to think about what their conclusions meant and 
whether the conclusions were “relevant to anybody, researchers, policy makers”. One 
student described how they restarted their PhD in their second year so at that point the 
training was not relevant as they didn’t have any results to apply it to. Restarting a PhD 
project is not uncommon and typically happens when a student is a year into their 
three-year programme. The student suggested providing an impact training 
programme to students in the final or writing-up year of their PhDs, splitting students 
into groups based on the type of impact they’re working on, for example, policy or 
commercialisation and providing training and support through the process of 
generating the impact. There was an implication that students would also learn from 
each other and by working together. 

Category 4.3: Doing commercially interesting or sensitive research 
While the University has a specialist team that advises on protecting intellectual 
property, students might not know about the team or understand commercialisation 
pathways. Students described “walking on tip toes to avoid leaking information” and 
wanting to “present my data at conferences” but being held back by a lack of 
understanding of “intellectual property rights”. One of the students clarified that they 
did not think that their work was commercially sensitive, but it was not clear from the 
interview whether the student’s research team was being advised by the University’s 
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specialist commercialisation team. The specialist team also advises on publication 
strategies based on the potential impact and commercial sensitives of projects. 

Category 4.4: Regulatory limitations 
The University attracts students and researchers from all over the world. Particularly in 
dentistry and the medical sciences, a lack of recognition or accreditation of 
international qualifications to practise can be a barrier to carrying out impact work for 
international students in the UK. However, there are other ways in which students can 
work with patients that do not breach regulatory requirements. The University has a 
specialist team that can advise on this, alongside support from the Doctoral College 
and Impact Team. However, teams and supervisors need to work together to come up 
with a solution that works for the student and project. The data collected in this study 
suggest that this is not happening. Students described how, as a dentist, they “prefer to 
work with patients” but their supervisor was not supportive of allowing “any sort of 
treatment or interaction with patients”.  

Category 4.5: Lack of support beyond the supervisor-student relationship 
The primary supervisor is the key point of contact for each student but all students at 
the University have at least two supervisors. Additionally, there is support available 
through the Doctoral College and other professional services, but the data show that 
this support is not going far enough. Students described being invited to showcase 
their research at public engagement events as being “fine if you have something fancy 
that you’re working on, like virtual reality, which can be showed off. Kids and adults will 
love it. But it’s not the right place for me to show my research as I have nothing to 
show apart from my experiments and it wouldn’t be as fascinating.” They reported 
hearing an impact “story about a woman who made something and then sold the 
company for a lot of money. It made me think that my research will never make me 
huge amounts of money. Am I doing something wrong?” 

Students need tailored advice and support in order to carry out meaningful impact 
work that’s relevant to their projects. In some cases, students reported that it took them 
some time to realise that there “is an actual person that I can talk to” and get “the 
confidence to contact student support” after having “difficulties” with getting impact 
support from their supervisors. They felt that “there’s so much in terms of what 
students can do to help themselves, but we can hit a wall with what we can do on our 
own". They were worried about their impact work being affected “negatively by 
extremely busy or disinterested supervisors” if their supervisors were their only source 
of support. They also talked about impact work not being “incorporated into your PhD 
as something you have to do. It would be nice [but] why would I take on an additional 
thing to do?” Therefore, the current structure of a PhD in the UK, which does not allow 
for time and space to do impact work, is also a barrier. 
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DISCUSSION 
There is a known gap in training and support, including supervisory support, for 
doctoral students to carry out impact work (Belcher et al., 2022). This practice-based, 
service evaluation study at a single UK University sought to improve understanding of 
why that gap exists by exploring research questions about student understanding of 
research impact work, supervisory support and motivators for and barriers to impact 
work. 

A major motivator for researchers to do research is to change something about the 
world and make a difference (Zain et al., 2011). This case study has found that the 
majority of the students interviewed (at both six- and 24-month time points) see value 
in doing impact work. They want to make a difference through their work and see how 
impact work can help develop their skills, careers, networking opportunities and the 
visibility of their work. Doctoral students are our future research leaders and so it is vital 
that they are trained and supported to develop their ‘Engagement, influence and 
impact’, as outlined in the Vitae Researcher Development Framework (Vitae, 2010). 

STUDENT INTEREST IN AND UNDERSTANDING OF IMPACT 
Students interviewed for this project could broadly articulate the potential impacts of 
their work but had less of an understanding of the different pathways to impact and 
how they could evaluate and evidence the impact of their work. There was a tendency 
to use the term impact interchangeably with terms such as science communication and 
dissemination. However, this is not uncommon behaviour even amongst senior, more 
established academics, including those involved in preparing impact case studies for 
the REF. 

THE VALUE OF IMPACT WORK ACROSS THE DISCIPLINES 
From Doctoral College data on attendance (not reported in this case study) we know 
that the PhD Year two Cohort Day on Impact in 2020 had very low attendance by 
students from the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences. There was similar low 
uptake of the 6-month follow-up questionnaire. No students from the Faculty of 
Humanities and Social Sciences answered the 24-month follow-up questionnaire or 
attended any interviews for this study. Research in the humanities and social sciences 
typically generates policy, culture or societal impacts and impact is often deeply 
embedded in the research process without necessarily being defined as such (Breel, 
2021). Thus, students may not feel the need for separate impact training or may 
struggle to differentiate between their research and impact plans. Discussions with 
students in the Science and Engineering Faculty working on research areas that better 
align with the humanities or social sciences, such as psychology, also revealed a feeling 
that impact work was not for them because they had nothing tangible like a company 
or product to show for their work or their work was not affecting patients. However, this 
may also be a by-product of an institutional research culture that is science- and 
medicine-focused and has also led to the professional services support available at the 



Doctoral Students Impact Training 

16 

University, for example, business development and intellectual property and 
commercialisation support, being largely geared towards science and medical research. 
When students were asked how impact is discussed in their Faculties, most either said 
it’s for everyone or it’s not discussed at all. Therefore, there is still some work to be 
done on developing a research culture in which impact work is valued across the 
disciplines and for everyone, from PhD students up to established researchers. 

SUPERVISOR ATTITUDES TOWARDS IMPACT WORK 
Supervisors involved in preparing REF impact case studies tend to be well established 
senior researchers. Interviews with their students revealed that the supervisors had little 
time to have conversations with their students about impact. In fact, students of such 
supervisors felt that they were largely left without direction or to seek direction from 
other lab members where they could. Furthermore, interviews with students whose 
supervisors were not involved in preparing REF impact case studies revealed that 
supervisors were not necessarily themselves aware of what professional services impact 
support is available in order to guide their students. All students at the University have 
at least two supervisors. However, this study showed that students had varying levels of 
interaction with and support from their additional supervisors. Some students did not 
mention additional supervisors at all, some students mentioned seeing them in addition 
to their primary supervisors and some students talked about heavy involvement of their 
additional supervisors in their projects. One student suggested mandatory supervisor 
training, which the University conducts, but there is a clear need for better mechanisms 
to hold supervisors accountable for poor supervision where impact support is 
concerned. 

STUDY LIMITATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
The COVID-19 pandemic was a major confounding factor in this study. PhD student 
projects were significantly delayed by the crisis and student experiences were hugely 
affected. The study was able to reveal some insights into the effects of COVID-19 on 
PhD student experiences but further work needs to be done to probe these. The 
pandemic put research impact at the bottom of most students’ and supervisors’ 
agendas, which may also have been the reason for the lack of engagement with the 
follow-up questionnaires and interviews. Students reported that they were more 
focused on finishing their projects and moving on than doing impact work. 

This is a case study within a single UK university based on a self-selected, sample of 
students, probably interested in talking about impact and sharing their experiences with 
training and supervisor support for impact work. The case study did not follow whether 
students received any impact training either prior to attending the cohort day or in the 
time between the cohort day and study follow-up timepoints. Useful next steps would 
be to study whether there is a relationship between student demographics such as 
gender, career stage or whether students are domestic or international students and 
understanding of and attitudes towards research impact. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO COMBAT THE BARRIERS TO IMPACT WORK FOR PHD 
STUDENTS 

DEVELOPING THE INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH CULTURE 
Senior management within institutions should celebrate impact of all types and not just 
focus on impacts that are commercial or tangible in nature. Impact work from across 
the disciplines should be incentivised and impact work should be encouraged at all 
levels, from PhD students up to established researchers. This needs to go beyond the 
REF process in which only a minority of case studies are showcased in order to win 
quality-related funding (Gibney, 2016; UKRI, n.d.).  There are a number of ways in which 
this can be done, for example, through awards, web profiles, appraisals or promotions 
criteria. After all, the majority of research carried out in the UK utilises public money 
and this brings with it a responsibility for maximising the benefit of research to society. 
Indeed, UKRI, which allocates public money for research on a competitive basis in the 
UK, emphasises that impact is core for its application process (UKRI, 2020). 

PUTTING SUPPORT STRUCTURES IN PLACE 
In the context of this case study, supervisors received mandatory training and students 
are supported through the Doctoral College. However, there need to be better 
mechanisms in place to ensure that supervisors are meeting their obligations and to 
hold them accountable for poor supervision. Busy academics who attract large amounts 
of funding and have successful research programmes may not always be good 
supervisors and while they might be able to provide a research environment that a PhD 
student could learn a lot from there needs to be appropriate support in place for the 
student (Hope, 2021). Supervisors should also be able to effectively signpost 
professional services support available to students with specific needs or interests, for 
example, to set up a company or work with patients. Students should receive formal 
impact training (Laundon, 2017). Additionally, training and signposting should happen 
in a timely manner. Students working on commercially interesting or sensitive projects 
should receive training on publication and dissemination strategies to enable their 
impact work without hampering their ability to protect any intellectual property arising 
from their work (Kunttu and Neuvo, 2019). 

CHANGING PHD REQUIREMENTS IN THE UK 
One student commented that they did not see their role in the lab as being anything 
beyond collecting and interpreting data. Due to their supervisor’s supervision style, they 
believed that impact work was down to people in ‘power’ to make ‘impactful policies’. 
This is not an uncommon way for PhD students to be viewed, especially in big lab 
environments. They may be seen as a pair of hands to generate data as part of a bigger 
picture which they may never understand or get involved with. However, involving PhD 
students in impact work is fundamental for building the UK’s research workforce and a 
world-class research base (Belcher et al., 2022). It is also essential for helping them to 
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develop skills that are valuable to employers, both within and outside academia (Candy 
et al., 2019). 

To support this, funders should include impact work in their expected timelines for PhD 
project completion. These timelines should allow for flexibility, based on the type of 
impact the project has the potential to generate. This will alleviate concerns that impact 
work can distract from core research and interfere with timelines for completion (Chubb 
and Reed, 2017). Furthermore, funders should require that each project has a relevant 
impact advisor to advise on and monitor progress of impact activities towards set 
milestones in the same way that research advisors do for research activities. Impact 
should also be addressed in the thesis and viva to provide an extra level of 
accountability for the work. 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, impact is fundamental to the research process, especially where public 
money is being used to carry out the research (Sandes-Guimarães and Hourneaux 
Junior, 2020) and therefore PhD students need to be trained and supported to carry 
out impact work. 

In this case study we have seen that PhD students receive support through their 
supervisors, the Doctoral College and professional service support staff within the 
University. They also have external regulations to adhere to that are set by their 
funders. Therefore, it is important that these support and regulatory structures work 
well together in order to help students to overcome the significant challenges they face 
when trying to carry out impact work. 

Based on the findings of this practice-based, service-evaluation the author has made 
recommendations to help combat these challenges, including to the University in which 
this evaluation was conducted. The work also paves the way for further research on this 
topic. 
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