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2020

2021
Stakeholder consultation 

and final draft

• Task Team appointed in May 2020, guided by the 
reference Group

• Draft Framework completed by December 2020

• External Task Team, Chaired by Prof Ahmed 
Bawa was established,  with members from 
Universities and Science Councils

• Consulations with various stakeholders 
were held for inputs;

• Final draft was developed.

Process and timelines

Kick-off and initial draft



Why an impact agenda?
• Investments in the research system should produce impacts – both within the 

knowledge enterprise and for societal benefit. 

• The NRF’s mandate emphasises our contribution to national development, and this is 
captured in Vision 2030:
o Research for a better society
o To enable and facilitate the contribution of knowledge and scientific 

research to national development

• The WP STI and the Decadal Plan also emphasise the role of science and research 
in contributing to society and to national development priorities.



Key principles 
1. Transformation is a critical element and desired outcome of the impact agenda.

2. Research impact cannot always be predicted, is not time-bound, and is not 
achieved through a sequential process.

3. Scientific rigour remains fundamental. 

4. Engaged and collaborative research are key enablers.

5. Impact will be pursued across all fields, disciplines and research methods. 

6. Assessment will rely on a multimodal approach, considering Responsible 
Research Assessment.

7. The nature of impact can differ over time and ex-post assessment can only be 
carried out after a sufficient time has passed for impact to be realized, while M&E 
will occur during the duration of project implementation. 



The NRF Impact Framework

• The Framework outlines how the NRF, through its core mandate areas, can best 
advance the impact of research. It provides: 

o A context-relevant interpretation of impact.
o High-level impact pathways.
o Types of assessment (ex-ante and ex-post) at a conceptual level.

• The Framework will be supplemented by implementation guidelines across the 
various operational areas of the NRF.



Defining impact for the NRF
• A beneficial change in society or knowledge advancement, 

brought about as a direct or indirect result of the 
NRF’s research support interventions, whether planned 
or unintended; immediate or long-term.

• Societal impact is about the value (social, economic or environmental). 
• It is inclusive of innovation, technological advancements, and policy 

development. 
• Bolsters the relationship between research and improvement in the quality of 

people’s lives, 

• Knowledge impact is about scientific advances in understanding, interpretation, 
methods, theory, etc. 



Impact pathways
• To advance impact, it is necessary to:

• plan for impact, 
• identify potential impact, and 
• support methodologies that promote impact.

• The NRF will advance a research-culture shift to encourage awareness of potential 
impact throughout the research process.

• The NRF has outlined potential pathways to impact, while cognisant of that impact 
is sometimes unintentional and doesn’t follow a set pattern.

• The pathways also indicate what is within the NRF’s sphere of control, 
influence and interest.  
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• Inputs are all resources invested into the 
knowledge enterprise to support, promote 
and advance research impact.

• Activities: any actions (e.g collaboration) 
that directly or indirectly advance new 
knowledge, new applications of 
knowledge, innovation, commercialisation
or HCD.

• Outputs: research products, new 
knowledge, policy briefs/ proposals, 
engagement, collaboration, methods, 
patents and skills produced as a result of 
the NRF’s inputs. 

• Outcomes: application or use of outputs 
by the research enterprise or by society.

• Impact refers to a beneficial change in 
society or knowledge advancement, 
whether planned or unintended; immediate 
or long-term.



Proposed assessment 
• Ex-ante assessment 

• will ensure the NRF’s processes and policies advance research impact and that 
the research projects or proposals that it funds are those with potential for 
impact. 

• will require a “new”suite of funding instruments and programmes. These will 
have different weighting for various criteria, based on purpose and intent. 
Assessment may include:
• Intended impact (an impact statement);
• Engagement and collaboration (engaged research statement with end-user 

involvement), and 
• Transformation (who is involved in the project).

• As impact cannot be predicted, our intention is to change mindset and 
behaviour to encourage consideration of possible impacts and to advance 
methods to increase the opportunity for impact.



Proposed assessment … 

• Ex post
• the NRF will focus on demonstrating impact through case studies and relevant 

indicators. 

• Monitoring and evaluation will occur between inception of the projects and their 
completion.

• Assessment will be carried out along the Impact Pathways and include both ex-ante
and ex-post assessment. 



High-level implications for the NRF
• Policy coherence: All NRF policies and strategies to consider impact, potential 

impact, advancing impact. 

• Rewards and incentives: Must recognize impact/ impact pathways e.g. Impact 
awards, NRF ratings system.

• Improve impact literacy: In NRF, researchers, NSI, and more.

• Partnerships and agreements: To reflect our focus on impact, to be assessed based 
on potential impact, and to be established with end-users and stakeholders 
(assessment & reporting, outcome working groups - government/ business).

• Enablers of impact: Consider how to enable societal impact through promoting 
mission-oriented, inter-disciplinary, and engaged research throughout all parts of the 
NRF. 
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Implementation considerations 
Input stage:
• Funding instruments with different weighting 

depending on specific purpose: transformation, 
potential impact, co-creation, transferability, 
mission-oriented, transdisciplinary.

• Proposal development stage:
o Ensure that researchers imbed pathways 

to impact in research design and provide 
statement of potential impact: training for 
researchers, impact literacy.

o Co-creation requires interaction with end-
users in the proposal development stage.

• Evaluation panels and peer review process 
need to be engineered differently, from 
composition (e.g bringing end-users as 
members)
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Activities stage: 
o Monitoring: Are impact pathways being 

achieved? 
o Reporting requirements. 

Outputs, outcomes and impact stage:
o New post-grant reporting requirements.
o Partnerships outside of sphere of control.
o Develop capability for in-depth impact 

reviews.

Some systems will need to be modified.
e.g. The rating system might need  to 
incorporate all elements of research 
excellence, inclusive of impact. 
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