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Executive Summary   

The current document lays out a multi-sectoral/multi-disciplinary valorisation concept for 

sustainable inclusive, innovative and reflective societies impact generation. It, moreover, 

makes also a small step further toward the presentation of an actionable SSH-sensitive 

assessment model of readiness to deliver impact, which we have called Impact 

Readiness Level (IRL) flow model. The IRL model does not measure impact, but instead 

it examines and raises awareness for the frame conditions and activities which are 

conducive to impact delivery. In other words, it helps assess maturity and probability to 

unfold impact, based upon verifiable ‘productive interactions’ among researchers and 

other societal stakeholders. In this respect, it may well provide guidance to researchers 

and funding institutions about what is at place, and what is missing at each stage of the 

research cycle, in order for research projects to reach out to their stakeholders and 

maximize their societal value. This transactional, process-centred approach followed by 

DANDELION prioritizes societal context-awareness in order to identify key stakeholders 

in the value-chain of knowledge production and application. Reaching out to 

stakeholders and engaging them early-on, systematically, and in a sustained way seems 

to be a necessary, albeit not a sufficient condition toward research valorisation and 

impact generation. In the current research political landscape, where SSH research 

stands under pressure to demonstrate it value with regard to tackling societal challenges, 

alternative, SSH-sensitive tools to showcase pathways to impact are more needed than 

ever before. The ambition of this DANDELION initiative is to build up on concluded and 

existing initiatives to foster SSH valuation, but also to add its contribution to the ongoing 

efforts to maximize and demonstrate SSH value for society beyond scientific impact, by 

kicking off a debate within the research community about advancing and fine-tuning this 

tool.  
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1 Introduction 

The current document is presenting a multi-sectoral/multi-disciplinary valorisation 

concept for sustainable inclusive, innovative and reflective societies impact generation. 

It corresponds to task 4.3 (‘Elaboration of a multi-sectoral/multi-disciplinary valorisation 

concept for sustainable inclusive, innovative and reflective societies uptake’), and it 

draws also from report D4.1 (‘Societal Impact of inclusive, innovative and reflective 

societies: Criteria and Best Cases’), the analysis of the results of the 2016 ‘Transfer and 

Impact Questionnaire’ answered by 49 IIRS projects, and not least on the dedicated 

Impact Readiness Level workshop in Lisbon in October 2017 (see report D4.3 ‘Workshop 

report about the validation of the inclusive, innovative and reflective societies valorisation 

concept’. 

This report makes also a small step further toward the presentation of an actionable 

SSH-sensitive assessment model of readiness to deliver impact, which we have called 

Impact Readiness Level flow model. We have mobilised expert advice and also 

conducted a preliminary validation this model within a focus groups setting during the 

Lisbon workshop. The IRL model does not evaluate impact, but instead it examines the 

frame conditions and activities which are conducive to delivery of impact. In this respect, 

it may well provide guidance to researchers and funding institutions about what is at 

place, and what is missing at each stage of the research cycle, in order for research 

projects to reach out to their stakeholders and maximize their societal value. The 

ambition of this DANDELION initiative is that it builds up on concluded or existing 

initiatives, it adds a contribution to the ongoing important efforts to assess SSH value for 

society beyond scientific impact, and kicks off a debate within the research community 

about advancing and fine-tuning this tool.  

An inclusive, innovative and reflective societies-sensitive valorisation concept which 

does not contain biases from natural science practices has to go beyond marketization 

and commercialization models, and pave the way to public administration, businesses, 

but also to citizens, as the ultimate stakeholders of publicly funded research, stressing 

thereby co-creation not merely for growth and inclusion, but also to tackling inequalities, 

strengthening resilience, and promoting fairness and welfare for societies.  
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2 A product-centred view upon Impact 

2.1 Dimensions and facets of impacts 

There is a broad palette of dimensions and impact kinds to measure the influence of 

outputs and outcomes of research when they travel and get adapted and adopted by 

other societal actors other than researchers. To start with, based also on the preliminary 

listing undertaken under report D2.2 (Methodological framework for inclusive, innovative, 

and reflective societies projects benchmarking).  

The three Europe 2020 goals, smart growth, sustainable growth, and inclusive growth, 

are also reflected in the flagship initiative of the ‘Innovation Union’, which is the EU 

strategy to create an innovation-friendly environment. Horizon 2020 as a research 

framework programme practically contributes to the realisation of European Research 

Area (ERA), currently via the ‘3 Os’: Open Innovation, Open Science, Open to the World.  

More specifically, the actions funded so far under the Horizon 2020 Programme ‘Europe 

in a changing world - Inclusive, innovative and reflective societies’, 

The 17 Sustainable Development Goals, promoted by the UN, broad as they might be, 

provide a promising template for positioning research impact activities, as demonstrated 

in the following section. What should be clear in advance of each impact assessment 

exercise is that impact entails always an implicit or explicit normative dimension, that is, 

it is assessed against a desirable set of goals, which may be of political, economic, 

cultural, scientific, or other nature. While this set of goals is subject to change according 

to place and time, it is not always visible that it influences attitudes and of evaluators and 

outcomes of evaluation, often even at a technical level of defining appropriate indicators.    

2.2 Measuring Social impact 

Inspired by the basic operationalisation for measurement undertaken by the project 

Impact-EV, the Social Impact Online Repository (SIOR) features a cumulative scale from 

1-10 for assessing social impact. This is based upon an assessment of compliance with 

some normative goals. The repository gets oriented toward a number of political goals: 

“Social Impact Scores are assigned according to the evidence of social improvements related 

to official social targets (such as the UN Sustainable Development Goals, the Europe 2020 

agenda, and others) and the evidence related to the following indicators: 
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▪ Connection to United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, EU2020 targets or other 

similar official social targets. 

▪ Percentage of improvement achieved in relation to the starting situation. (For instance, 

in the case of employment, it could relate to number of jobs created as a result of 

implementing an action based on project findings). 

▪ Replicability of the impact. The actions based on the project findings have been 

successfully implemented in more than one context. 

▪ Social impact published on scientific journals (with recognized impact), governmental 

or non-governmental official bodies 

▪ Sustainability. The impact achieved by the action based on project findings, has showed 

to be sustainable throughout time. 

 

In the following table, scores range from 1 to 10, according to degree of fulfillment of 

the previous five indicators.”1 

 

 

                                                
1 http://sior.ub.edu/jspui/criteria.jsp  

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/economic-and-fiscal-policy-coordination/eu-economic-governance-monitoring-prevention-correction/european-semester/framework/europe-2020-strategy_en
http://sior.ub.edu/jspui/criteria.jsp
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Table 1 - Social Impact Scores according to the project Impact-EV 

 

To be sure, the 17 Sustainable Development Goals, from combating poverty, 

inequalities, and hunger, to fostering responsible consumption and production, decent 
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work and growth, and strengthening peace, justice and institutions, constitute a broad 

template where research impact can be strategically positioned and planned, with yet a 

lot of untapped potential for SSH-related projects.2 

DANDELION ‘s mission has been to elucidate and foster promotion at differentiated 

types of research interfaces, as will be further elaborated below with regard to the impact 

target groups for the dissemination methodological framework. These are Research-to-

Research (R-t-R) for dissemination to other academic stakeholders, Research-to- Policy 

(R-t-P), for dissemination to political decision makers and public authorities, and 

Research-to-Society (R-t-S) for dissemination to the organised civil society and the 

general public. 

On the other, because the established innovation templates (and the respective 

composite indicators), shaped by the STEM disciplines, predominantly favour 

technological innovation via transfer from research to industry to the market. This 

excludes or, at best, neglects the majority of the impact categories as demonstrated by 

the European Science Foundation being of non-monetary or intangible nature, or 

belonging to social innovation.3 

2.3 Engaging stakeholders for impact along the Four Quadruple 

Helix categories 

The EU FP7 project Impact-EV has mapped the impacts of SSH research following a 

fourfold impact scheme, distinguishing among scientific, social, political impact, and 

impact on strengthening ERA, which can be seen as a subset of political impact. 

Including also economic impact, associated with industry, SMEs and all market for-profit 

activities, we can discern for parsimony reasons four domains of impact. The following 

chapter will set the stage for the DANDELION analysis for effective dissemination 

activities.4 

Inspired upon that classification, DANDELION furthered and adjusted the possible 

instances that demonstrate impact along the interfaces among the different stakeholders 

and researchers as following: 

                                                
2 https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300 . 
3 European Science Foundation (ESF) (2012), The Challenges of Impact Assessment. Strasbourg. 
4 Report 3.2 “Impact evaluation of FP6 (last call) & FP7 SSH research projects” (http://impact-ev.eu) 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
http://impact-ev.eu/


  

10 
 

 

Table 2 - Examples of impactful activities along the four QH interfaces 

 

We have already pursued that structured differentiation approach during the detailed 

“Transfer and Impact Questionnaire”, which among others, has elicited responses from 

49 SSH-related projects (FP9 and Horizon 2020), primarily along the following four 

question clusters: 

 

 

Research/Academia (R-t-R) 

▪ (i.e. trans-disciplinary publications (peer-reviewed journals, books, blogs); 

Conferences (organised, accepted submissions); Follow-up projects and actions 

(subsequently triggered) research activities; Alliances and clusters with similar 

projects, joint events, …) 

             Policy makers (R-t-P) 

▪ (i.e. influence on international/EU/national regulatory policies; Co-shaping 

International/EU/national programmes; Kick-off of international/EU/national thematic 

forums; Drafting of manuals/guidelines.; assistance/training during policy  

implementation …) 

             Civil Society (R-t-S) 

▪ (i.e. participation/membership in CSO initiatives and petitions; Involvement in social 

innovation processes (locally/regionally), reach out to the general public, youth, 

schools and teachers.…) 

             Business (R-t-M) 

▪ (i.e. commercialisation of results; products & services, training courses; patents; start-

up and spin-out SMEs, …) 
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Table 3 - Key self-assessment questions about transfer and impact-related activities of IIRS 
projects 

The above dimensions should give some idea about what kind of information is needed 

in order to populate and conduct a SWOT (Strengths-Weaknesses-Opportunities-

Threats) analysis for each of the research stages during a project cycle by researchers. 

 

2.4 Matching QH stakeholders’ requirements from and potential 
contributions to research 

In order to give an example, albeit not representative or comprehensive in its scope, 

about what kind of exchange “items” and relations among researchers and other societal 

stakeholders can foster joint activities and promote impact, we can refer to the “wish lists” 

 

A. Which stakeholders have you consulted/engaged during your project? 

Please address explicitly 

1) at which stage of the project/how often, 

2) for what purpose, and 

3) how (i.e. as interviewees, event participants, advisors, project partners, …), including the 
format of communication (i.e. strategic use of dissemination tools such as social media, 
target-sensitive communication, networks & platforms, conferences/ workshops, partnering, 
subcontracting, trainings,  …)? 

 

   B.  Which public policy goals have your research activities directly contributed to? 

(i.e. UN Sustainable Development Goals; Europe 2020 goals;  European Research Area 
Goals; EU Global Strategy; etc. …) 

Please describe how you project connected to them and what was the contribution(s)!  

 

   C. Which results and impacts of your project have been directly relevant for which 

stakeholders, and why? Please give illustrative examples! 

  

   D. To what extent has your research project achieved sustainability of the results 

produced? 

(i.e. availability of project website, project reports, tools/platforms, CORDIS presence, blogs, 

follow-up activities which further pursued or expanded the original research mission, 

subsequent projects at EU, national, regional level, survival of exchange platforms and 

partnerships with other stakeholders, emergence of collaborative communities and networks, 

…) 
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expressed by the participants during the focus groups at DANDELION’s Quadruple Helix 

workshop in Brussels in October 2016. The following tables present respectively the 

demand and requirements from the side of stakeholders from research actions (table 4), 

and their potential supply of contributions to research actions (table 5). 

 

Table 4 - Examples of stakeholders’ requirements from research outputs/outcomes 

 

Table 5 - Examples of stakeholders’ potential contributions to research actions 

 

It should become clear at this point, that unless such exchange takes place upon a 

common basis of give-and-take among researchers, policy makers, the civil society, and 

businesses, the first and utmost precondition for knowledge circulation or co-production 

will not be fulfilled, and consequently the probabilities of societal impact generation will 
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sink. In practical terms, the mutual expectations and their realisation in collaborations, 

partnerships, engagement, or co-creative activities is important to monitor and evaluate 

as necessary (although not sufficient) pre-conditions for generating impact. The following 

elaboration of the relational, process-centred approaches will further showcase the role 

of multi-stakeholder transactions as a key step for societal impact creation 
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3 A process-centred approach to Valorisation 

It is a big methodological challenge, not solely for SSH, but also for STEMM disciplines, 

to directly measure impact: In which time horizon and which geographical scale? How 

do we know that the measured effect a result of the initial research output is 

“(attributability”), or how we know that the specific research output, and not an array of 

other factors, has caused the measured same effect (“equifinality”). At the same time, 

relevant data are not systematically documented or collected. Key data can be also 

easily manipulable as they do not underlie transparent controls from third, impartial 

instances. On top of all that, most indicators relate to economic impact and not the 

broader societal uses of science. Both STEMM and also SSH disciplines resort to proxy 

variables, which are supposed to measure observable activities and deduct, with more 

or less validity and reliability, out of them that the envisioned beneficial effects in society 

(expected impact) are there. 

3.1 Valorisation: The process of generating value out of 

research 

During the last decade, a new generation of research impact assessment approaches 

have emerged, which focuses onto research processes instead of focusing on research 

products. While processes and products are intimately interconnected, relationships, 

transactions, and partnerships may well provide valid and reliable predictors for unfolding 

the envisioned and expected impacts or not! 

Valorisation as a concept promoted particularly in the research landscape in the 

Netherlands has a strong affinity to a process-driven approach. According to van Drooge 

et al. (2013)  

“Valorisation is the process of creating value from knowledge by making 
knowledge suitable and/or available for economic and/or societal use and 
translating that knowledge into competitive products, services, processes and 
entrepreneurial activity Knowledge valorisation is a complex and iterative process 
in which interaction between knowledge institutions, business and NGOs - at all 
stages of knowledge development – is important.”5 

A comprehensive view upon valorisation encompasses accordingly four dimensions: 

1/ The actors involved in the research ‘ecology’, that is providers, users, and 
intermediaries; 

                                                
5 van Drooge, L., Vandeberg R. et al. (2013): Valuable: Indicators for Valorisation. The Hague. Rathenau 
Institute, p. 16. 
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2/ The level of reference for impact (e.g. institutional, research programme, research 
project, etc.); 

3/ The facets of impact, ranging from patents and spin-offs, joint projects with NGOs, 
advice on regulatory issues, etc. 

4/ The positioning of the impact generating activity within the stages of the research cycle. 

In the context of DANDELION we are focusing on the research project level, and we 

have spelt out possible facets of impact, as explicated above. Major dimensions for the 

formulation of the Impact Readiness Level model, as described below) are dimensions 

1 and 4, which focus exactly upon actors and timing of actions. A first assessment 

experiment about when (at which stage within the research cycle) do various societal 

actors see for themselves a useful involvement with researchers has been conducted 

during the DANDELION Quadruple Helix workshop in Brussels in October 2016.  

 

Figure 1 - Phases in the research cycle and self-positioning of stakeholders’ contribution (as 
tested with the Quadruple Helix focus groups during the DANDELION Brussels workshop, 

October 2016). 

This exercise needs to be complemented, as hinted above, by a series of questions 

related to the purpose (what for), the manner (how), the target group/partner (with 

whom), and the content (what) of the transaction among researchers and external 

stakeholders, as categorized in the following table. 
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WHEN WHAT WITH WHOM HOW WHAT FOR 

 

Stage (early, 

late, 

throughout, …) 

within the 

research cycle 

in which the 

impact-oriented 

activity takes 

place 

 

The nature of the 

communication, 

dissemination, 

collaboration 

activity (e.g. 

policy 

consultation, 

patent, 

publication, etc.) 

 

Who is/are the 

actor/s with 

which the 

activity, 

collaboration, 

etc. has been 

conducted 

 

Which has been 

the methodology, 

instrument, 

format of the 

activity? 

 

Which has 

been the 

purpose, 

objective, 

target domain 

of the 

activity? 

Breadth and 

Depth of 

impact 

 

Table 6 - Key dimensions of stakeholders’ engagement within the research cycle 

 

Those basic questions have been asked in the context of the DANDELION ‘Transfer & 

Impact Questionnaire’, and further tested during the DANDELION Lisbon workshop in 

October 2017 in the course of populating the phases of the Impact Readiness Level 

model with relevant activities (s. below under 4.1 and 4.2). Most crucially, asking those 

questions at each stage of the research cycle is key for gaining a strategic picture about 

whether the research activities create awareness and reach out to policy, society, and 

business in an appropriate and effective way. This questionnaire embedded within the 

research cycle serves as the basis of assessment of the Impact Readiness Level as 

presented under chapter 4. 

3.2 Transactional and relational approaches 

In line with the valorisation perspective is a relational engagement approach to study 

impact generation. Process assessments referring to activities of specific stakeholders 

from the creation, awareness-raising, and factual utilisation of knowledge aim at 

elucidating that public engagement and co-creation process between researchers and 

actors outside the academia. Ozanne et al. (2016) maintain that persistent and iterative 

interactions among all those stakeholders, instead of opportunistic, one-shot deals, are 

key for paving the way to increase research’s social benefits and contribute to positive 

social change.6 

                                                
6 Ozanne J.L. et al. (2017): Assessing the Societal Impact of Research: The Relational Engagement 
Approach. In Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 36 (1). 
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Indeed, in order for research to unfold its transformative potential, its results need to 

break free the walls of academia, reach out to societal actors and become attractive for 

them. ‘Attractive’ means here that research results need to become useful, usable, and 

factually used by those actors, if they are to pay-off the initial investment. This generation 

of value needs not to be monetary as in the majority of impact measurement cases, but, 

by all means take into account also generation of organisational, institutional and social 

innovation, which involve many intangible aspects of great importance for tackling 

societal challenges. 

It needs to become commonly understood that production of knowledge that is actionable 

is a result of continuous dialogue among the affected stakeholders. This co-creation 

mindset transforms, nonetheless, the clear-cut definitions among knowledge providers, 

users, and intermediaries. Yet, it takes quite some effort to open up the ‘black box’ of 

impact creation and explore the diverse, non-linear, iterative mechanisms that lead to 

generation of impact out of outputs and outcomes.7 One methodological path would be 

to provide verifiable activities which bear the potential of research result transformation 

into actionable knowledge, useful and usable in practice. 

The EU FP7 project SIAMPI (2009-2011), proposed the approach of examining 

‘productive interactions’.  Productive interactions are defined as “mechanisms through 

which research (and other) activities lead to societal relevant applications. An interaction 

entails a contact between a researcher and a stakeholder. Interactions are split into three 

categories, direct (between people), indirect (via media) or material (financial or other 

forms of support). The interaction is productive when it leads to efforts by stakeholders 

to apply research results to societal goals, i.e. when it induces behavioural change.” 8   

SIAMPI developed a method for the assessment of the social impact of scientific 

research. We review current literature including experimental studies and conduct case 

studies in four different fields (nanotechnology, ICT, health, social sciences) with various 

grades of social impact, in both national and supranational settings. The goal has been 

both to enhance insight in social impact assessment and to develop assessment 

methods. Social impact is not seen as the ‘logical’ consequence of a uni-linear process, 

but as the outcome of an iterative practice in which researchers and stakeholders each 

play a role. 

                                                
7 Joly, P.-B. and Matt, M. (2017): Towards an new generation of research impact assessment approaches. 
In: The Journal of Technology Transfer. 
8 See the SIAMPI Final Report, http://www.siampi.eu/Content/SIAMPI_Final%20report.pdf . 

http://www.siampi.eu/Content/SIAMPI_Final%20report.pdf
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By productive interactions is meant: Exchanges between researchers and societal actors 

in collaborative settings (networks) in which knowledge is produced and valued that is at 

the same time scientifically and socially robust and relevant. Analytically, SIAMPI 

distinguishes four main tracks through which such interactions may occur: 

(1) through direct personal contacts (ranging from mere meetings to complex 

arrangements for research collaboration) 

(2) mediated by specific outputs like expert reports, clinical guidelines, scientific 

advice, or through 

(3) the transfer of goods (products, social practices, therapies, policy tools), and 

(4) through funding or other support mechanisms, in short: people, texts, artefacts 

and support. 

In a series of case studies SIAMPI demonstrated how those interaction mechanisms 

form a necessary condition for research to have a social impact. Accordingly, it seems it 

is a joint responsibility of all involved stakeholders to contribute, demand their share in 

the benefits of a research project, collaborative, or co-creative process.  

Coming now to the question of ‘how’, Armstrong and Alsop (2010, p. 209 ff.) identified 

key factors that are vital for impact generation, relating the process of generating impact, 

the context in which research messages are delivered and the content of the research.9 

These include: 

▪ Established relationships and networks with user communities. 

▪ Involving users at all stages of research – not as subjects, but as project partners. 

▪ Well-planned (and properly resourced) user engagement and knowledge-exchange 
strategies. 

▪ Portfolios of research activity that build reputations with research users. 

▪ Good infrastructure and management support. 

▪ Where appropriate, the involvement of intermediaries and knowledge brokers as 
translators, amplifiers, and network providers. 

A typology of examples for transactions outside the academia, which is of course not 

exhaustive, but complements the lists under sections 2.3 and 2.4 above, has been 

provided by Ozanne et al. (2017), p. 5: 

                                                
9 Armstrong, F. and Alsop, A. (2010), ‘Debate: co-production can contribute to research impact in the social 
sciences’, Public Money & Management, 30 (4): 208-10. 
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Table 7 - Typology of scientific and non-scientific outreach activities  

 

This typology does not follow the four QH stakeholder target groups, but instead 

classifies engagement along the product, research cycle, capacity-building, networking, 

and dissemination/communication dimensions, and therefore highlights the dimension of 

purpose (‘what for’) of interacting with societal stakeholders. 
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4 Towards an SSH-sensitive Impact Readiness Level 

model 

Workings under Work package 4 (“Valorisation Methodology for inclusive, innovative and 

reflective societies research”) of the DANDELION project aimed at delivering a reflection 

on top of the very practical, mundane, yet relevant aspects of DANDELION’s 

engagement with an array of EU-funded projects, their researchers, and their potential 

stakeholders outside academia. 

The process leading to the formulation of a first draft SSH-sensitive Impact Readiness 

Level (IRL) draft model comprised a detailed questionnaire sent out to more than 400 

research action coordinators in September 2016 (“Transfer and Impact Questionnaire”), 

the analysis and evaluation of the IIRS project benchmarking exercise and the 

questionnaire (Work package 2), the online consultation among project partners and 

external experts (including members of the DANDELION Advisory Board) in advance of 

the Lisbon workshop, the two working sessions during the Lisbon workshop (October 

2017) and, finally, an additional evaluative remote consultation with selected experts 

subsequently until February 2018.  

4.1 Scope and objectives of the IRL model for societal impact 

The IRL model should build up on past efforts, as presented in the aforementioned 

sections, to methodologically capture impact generation and research valorisation 

processes, and should make a useful practical contribution to advancing the discussions 

about SSH-sensitive impact detection, even after the end of DANDELION. The ambition 

is to make one step further and provide ourselves a vantage point to others, in order to 

further adjust and fine-tune such a model.  

This tentative model aspires to explore usefulness, feasibility, and usability of research 

results within an Impact Readiness Level (IRL) framework, tailored to the current realities 

and practices of SSH research and innovation. To be sure, IRL should be not understood 

as a measure of factual, delivered impact, but as a probability or maturity indicator of 

SSH research to deliver impact, e.g. in the form of useful, usable, and used outcomes 

by other stakeholders from academia, business, the civil society, or policy makers. The 

IRL reflects dynamics, potential and propensity of SSH research activities to help 

research outcomes ‘travel’, get applied, and bring about desirable change. 
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In order to do so, we are making a ‘step back’ from measuring dimensions of impact, and 

we are zooming, instead, into the timing, quality, and scope of exchange activities at 

stakeholder interfaces during the various stages of research. Valorisation is value 

generation which does not merely lie in the production, but, moreover, in the timely and 

targeted circulation to and uptake by stakeholders. We need thereby to distinguish 

among the ‘currencies’ that are exchanged on those stakeholder interfaces: Different 

epistemic artefacts, from data, and information, to evidence, facts, and to actionable 

knowledge, demonstrate different adequacy, different ripeness, and different potential to 

influence change. What is more, all those artefacts seem to transform themselves, and 

mature through the process of circulation to societal stakeholders. 

The IRL provides, therefore a process-centred indication - and not an outcome-centred 

one - about how fit are research activities for delivering results and making a difference 

also outside academia, in society; The IRL resorts to empirically observable proxies of 

productive interactions among stakeholders for benchmarking the different ‘readiness 

levels’ toward impact. The elaboration of questions such as which stakeholders are 

addressed as potential beneficiaries and users, at which stage and how often, the 

purpose of engagement, and the method (see explication further below). Reflecting upon 

such questions from the perspective of turning research outcomes into value for societal 

stakeholders and hence impact outside the scientific domain, is a form of SWOT self-

assessment exercise which creates awareness and mobilises attention and resources 

toward the desirable goals. Not least, the value-added of IRL lies in its potential as 

corrective regulatory instrument of SSH R&I for assessment of investment risks, and also 

as early warning tool for activating research potential, or for mitigating non-intended or 

not anticipated undesirable effects in the course of research. In this respect, an IRL flow 

model would make good sense if applied to mission-oriented, challenge-driven research. 

While some formal similarities exist between the established Technology Readiness 

Level model (TRL) and the IRL in terms of scale, technology RDI is definitively different 

in terms of process, stakeholders, and objectives that the knowledge production and 

application in the Socio-economic Sciences and the Humanities. Technology ripeness 

can be seen cumulatively, and despite the shortcomings of the TRL in terms of 

methodological reliability, it has been established since the 1980s and proven to be a 

credible and widely shared predictor for economic investment, but also for 

commissioning and uptake of RDI technological products by public institutions.10 

                                                
10 See Annex 1 for a version of the TRL, explicating functions along the 9 stages. 
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One of the shortcomings behind the TRL methodology is that it focuses also exclusively 

on the development/supply side.  Recent attempts to strengthen the context dimension 

in this methodology for innovation assessment have led to emerging effort to develop 

Societal Readiness Levels.11 

SRL reflects the appropriateness of new knowledge and technologies to get embedded 

in existing is societal institutional, legal, organisational and cultural realities, rather than 

assessing merely its technical/operational feasibility. What is more, SRL does not confine 

itself in the economic/market dimension of technology/knowledge uptake, but aspires to 

bridge RDI processes and products, and documented societal needs and expectations 

and anticipate the rise of controversies in society and politics.  

We view SSH knowledge production, and, consequently, impact and value generation, 

as iterative and transactional in their core. In this respect, we need to look for activities 

and collaborations with other stakeholders, including peers from academia, which 

transform research results into ripe, robust, and ready to use in social, business, or policy 

practice. However, despite the non-linear nature of the paths during the valorisation 

process, there factually exist less and more mature research toward the context of 

application. The efforts during DANDELION to elucidate promotion of research results to 

societal stakeholders, has been formalised into the following Impact Readiness Level 

model for societal impact. 

This transactional, process-centred approach followed here prioritizes societal context-

awareness for identifying key stakeholders in the value-chain of knowledge production 

and application. Reaching out to stakeholders and engaging them early-on, 

systematically, and in a sustained way seems to be a necessary, albeit not a sufficient 

condition toward research valorisation and impact generation. 

 

4.2 Tentative indicators for the IRL model phases 

The following table has been populated by tentative proxy indicators, which reflect broad 

categories of transactions conducive to generating societal impact. These have been the 

result of a diversified process of consultations with project representatives, dissemination 

managers, funding institutions, and impact assessment experts.  

                                                
11 See Annex 2 for a 9-stage SRL as proposed by the Innovation Fund Denmark.  
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KEY TRAITS: 

▪ Mapping & analysis 

of the stakeholders 

landscape in order 

to grasp the value 

chain of the 

envisioned research 

outputs 

▪ Definition of 

instruments and 

strategic planning of 

outreach activities in 

order to create 

value 

▪ Successful 

communication of 

research results to 

key target audiences 

at a medium/late 

stage of the project 

▪ Research agenda 

and process are co-

designed with the 

potential 

stakeholders 

 

KEY TRAITS: 

▪ Organisation 

of/participation in 

multi-stakeholder 

events with a 

common agenda 

▪ Successful outreach 

and systematic, 

planned involvement 

of various media 

channels 

▪ Scientific knowledge 

circulates along 

various channels in a 

stakeholder-

sensitive language  

▪ Early systematic 

exploration with 

specific stakeholders 

about requirements, 

barriers, 

opportunities for 

potential application 

 

KEY TRAITS: 

▪ The basis for 

research 

application is 

established 

through an 

iterative co-

creation process;  

▪ Consolidation and 

validation of 

‘actionable’ results 

of research by 

stakeholders in 

practice 

▪ First 

implementation 

efforts can be 

demonstrated as 

single one-off 

events in a 

concrete societal 

context of 

application; 

▪ Societal 

stakeholders are 

engaged in 

research 

evaluation and 

support learning 

feedback loops for 

researchers  

KEY TRAITS: 

▪ Demonstrable 

uptake of research 

results and their 

advancement 

through entering a 

(not-for-profit/for-

profit) enduring 

partnership with 

stakeholders 

▪ Sustainability of the 

multi-stakeholder 

process is planned 

for in previous 

stages and appears 

highly probable 

▪ Beneficial outcomes 

on target 

stakeholder groups 

are verifiable 

▪ SSH research 

triggers a change in 

funding institutions 

and their schemes, 

and also in the 

visibility and 

positioning of the 

societal dimensions 

of the ‘Third 

Mission’ in PROs 

and RTOs 

KEY TRAITS: 

▪ Demonstrable scale-

up and follow-ups 

both in regional 

terms and in 

sectoral terms; 

Emergence of SSH 

spin-offs 

▪ The SSH initiators/ 

researchers are 

recognised as 

innovators and are 

consulted for advice 

for replication of 

good practices  

▪ The application of 

research in different 

contexts generates 

additional demand 

with funding 

organisations for 

further innovative 

SSH research 

▪ Beneficial outcomes 

are measurable and 

introduce not 

merely a change in 

practice, but 

moreover a 

sustainable change 

in mindsets, culture, 

regulation 

Table 8 - Tentative indicators for the phases of the Impact Readiness Level model 

 

The indicators featured there are by no means exclusive or comprehensive, but, as 

stressed above the result of a series of exercises with interested stakeholders, and 

should give some insight about proneness, maturity and dynamics of research results to 

travel, to get co-developed, adjusted to societal requirements, and eventually benefit 

stakeholders outside academia in an effective and sustainable way. Such indicators, 

again, are not meant to measure or verify impact itself. What is more, they need by all 

means to get tailored to the policy, societal, or business circumstances. Yet they well 

convey the idea that unless some ‘ingredients’ of the stakeholder engagement ‘recipe’ 

are there, impact generation will be improbable to happen. Therefore, the indicators at 

each of the phases need to be understood as compass, creating awareness about 

actions that pave the way to impact. 

IRL 1 IRL 2 IRL 3 IRL 4 IRL 5 
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It should be, lastly, stressed that since the interactions are not linear, but often iterative 

throughout the research cycle, the early or late stage of research should not be conflated 

with a low or high level of Impact Readiness. As a matter of fact, a research 

dissemination activity which comes at a late stage of a project cycle may well have a 

very low IRL, if at all. Early engagement of stakeholders, e.g. already in the project design 

stage in order to co-create the research agenda and the process, may, in contrast, 

manifest the potential expressed by a higher IRL score. 
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5 Limitations, Unfinished business, and Outlook 

The current document is presenting a multi-sectoral/multi-disciplinary valorisation 

concept for sustainable inclusive, innovative and reflective societies impact generation. 

It makes also a small step further toward the presentation of an actionable SSH-sensitive 

assessment model of readiness to deliver impact, which we have called Impact 

Readiness Level (IRL) flow model. The IRL model does not measure impact, but instead 

it examines the frame conditions and activities which are conducive to delivery of impact. 

In other words, it assesses maturity and probability to unfold impact. In this respect, it 

may well provide guidance to researchers and funding institutions about what is at place, 

and what is missing at each stage of the research cycle, in order for research projects to 

reach out to their stakeholders and maximize their societal value. In the current research 

political landscape, where SSH research stands under pressure to demonstrate it value 

with regard to tackling societal challenges, alternative, SSH-sensitive tools to showcase 

pathways to impact are more needed than ever before. The ambition of this DANDELION 

initiative is to build up on concluded or existing initiatives, and to add its contribution to 

the ongoing important efforts to assess SSH value for society beyond scientific impact, 

by kicking off a debate within the research community about advancing and fine-tuning 

this tool.  

To start with a disclaimer, the diverse remote and face-to-face consultation processes in 

drafting concept and model of the IRL took place within a limited time frame, and 

engaged a non-representative group of experts, although we were privileged to mobilise 

some of the most experienced and knowledgeable people out there. 

An assessment instrument such as the IRL cannot deliver precise results about 

positioning a set of SSH activities involving stakeholders unequivocally into a single level 

of readiness. This precision is not granted even within the TRL assessments of 

technology R&D, despite technology being something more clearly contoured in its 

generation context (but not with regard to its effects in the application context). So a 

degree of ambiguity of the IRL assessments and corresponding an activity to e.g. Level 

3 instead of Level 4, is bound to remain, even after adapting the proxy indicators to match 

the peculiarities of each research endeavour. 

What is more, the IRL model would make more sense as a (self-)assessment tool for 

conducting a SWOT (Strengths-Weaknesses- Opportunities-Threats) analysis in the 

course of the research project, if an explicit and careful impact planning had been made 

in advance. A model such as the IRL may raise awareness among researchers about 
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targeted and purposeful stakeholder engagement which could prove mutually beneficial, 

but also about actions, which should be undertaken as correctives during the project 

cycle in order to valorise results. 

With a view to the future, the IRL model in its conscious imperfection and 

incompleteness, should kick-off debates and further exploration of how a valid and 

reliable assessment tool should look like in order to give guidance, not about achieved 

or not impact, but about getting the right ingredients for paving the way and raising the 

probability of research to reach out to its stakeholders and generate impact in society. 
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ANNEX 1: Technology Readiness Level model 

Beginning in the 1980s by NASA and later by the US Department of Defense, the TRL meant to be a framework for technology maturity 

assessment, from the stages of development, via acquisition, and towards factual deployment in real application contexts. It comprises 9 

successive stages, which have a cumulative, progressive character, and range from fundamental research (principles and concepts), via testing 

in different lab settings, up to validation of robustness, and verification of effectiveness in real settings. (Here the example of the US DoD definitions 

of the TRL. Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Technology_readiness_level) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Technology_readiness_level
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ANNEX 2: Societal Readiness Levels (according to 

Innovation Fund Denmark) 

Societal Readiness Level (SRL) is a way of assessing the level of societal adaptation of, 

for instance, a particular social project, a technology, a product, a process, an 

intervention, or an innovation (whether social or technical) to be integrated into society. 

If the societal readiness for the social or technical solution is expected to be low, 

suggestions for a realistic transition towards societal adaptation are required. Naturally, 

the lower the societal adaptation is, the better the plan for transition must be. SRL 1 is 

the lowest and SRL 9 is the highest level. Source: 

https://innovationsfonden.dk/sites/default/files/societal_readiness_levels_-_srl.pdf  

 

  

https://innovationsfonden.dk/sites/default/files/societal_readiness_levels_-_srl.pdf
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