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Julie Bayley’s book, Creating Meaningful Impact, is an enlightening 
romp through the excitement, the pressures, the demands of doing 
impact well, both in terms of institutional success and in terms 
of a researcher’s personal and professional development. As book 
blurbs often suggest, the book is a rollercoaster, but one very much 
aimed at the fainthearted, who stand to learn a lot from Julie’s 
immense expertise, warmth, wit and superlative use of imagery. So, 
if you are tickled by the idea of becoming a more mindfully impact-
ful researcher, swipe right on ‘Impact Tinder’ and read this book!

–Professor Ele Belfiore, Professor in Cultural Policy & Director 
of the Interdisciplinary Centre for Social Inclusion and Cultural 

Diversity, University of Aberdeen, UK

Julie Bayley never fails to achieve impact on impact. If you are 
already on your journey to impact literacy this book will help you 
grow roots into impact healthy practices. And if you are just start-
ing out, this book will help you sow the seeds that will grow into 
those roots to sustain your career of research with an impact on 
society. ‘Creating meaningful impact’ isn’t just the title, it is the 
goal that Julie achieves in this important book.

–Dr David Phipps, Assistant VP Research Strategy & Impact, 
York University, Canada, and Director of Research Impact 

Canada

There are many books available to advise researcher how to ‘do’ 
impact but none as accessible as this. The sheer joy and enthusi-
asm that Julie brings to the field shines through every word which, 
along with insights from other researchers and partners in the field, 
ensures that every reader will emerge from this book enlightened, 
and excited about the prospect of pursuing their own ‘societal 
impact’.

–Dr Gemma Derrick, Associate Professor, Research Policy & 
Culture, University of Bristol, UK
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1

Introduction

Julie Bayley

Well hello.
Welcome to this book on developing an impact literate mindset. Its aim 

is to help you understand impact, think about how to ‘be you’ in impact, and 
develop a set of guiding principles for impact in practice. You might be starting 
from scratch, need a refresher or want to somehow reset your thinking as you 
approach impact further on in your career. Welcome all.

Impact is not new, nor is it – unless it actually is – rocket science. And at its 
heart, a very simple principle – to make a positive difference through research. 
That’s it. Honestly. Impact is when people outside of academia benefit from the 
research we do within it. There are all sorts of national agendas and strategies 
that demand impact be delivered at scale, in accordance with certain rules and 
corroborated to a certain level of proof, but that doesn’t detract from the glori-
ously simple premise that it’s about making the world a bit better. Everything 
else pretty much is smoke and mirrors, and it can be easy to get lost in the haze. 
I don’t mean that it doesn’t take effort to understand, but rather it isn’t some-
thing too niche or complicated to get a handle on.

This book aims to cut through any mists, giving you chance to understand 
what impact is and align your impact sat-nav. It’s about celebrating the oppor-
tunity we have within the research world to make a difference, whilst also 
recognising the challenges of doing impact in already pressured environments. 
And it’s about ensuring that research of any size and from any discipline has a 
fair line of sight to impact, whilst acknowledging that even the best laid plans 
can fall foul to the negative mood created by having no biscuits at a meeting. 
Impact literacy is simply the ability to understand what impact is, at a level 
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which allows you to not just do impact but get under its bonnet and see how its 
engine works. And an impact literate mindset is about building that understand-
ing into your thinking, your judgements and your actions across your work and 
the environments in which you work.

Perhaps the biggest reason this book exists is that I hate how battered and 
bruised people can feel by impact. Impact can feel exhausting, because research 
can be exhausting, and because academia can be exhausting. If you add com-
muting, kids, health issues, caring responsibilities, job precarity, pandemics and 
all else into the mix, there’s a less than healthy correlation between life and the 
need for a cash-and-carry sized bar of Dairy Milk. Sometimes the prospect of 
giving energy to something else when you’ve already put all available lifeforce 
into the work–life–chocolate trinity can feel overwhelming. I’m certainly not 
going to patronisingly suggest that workload is simply overcome by a change in 
thinking, but I absolutely believe that getting to grips with what impact actually 
is – impact literacy – makes the whole thing feel less overwhelming, more under 
our control and far more resistant to unreasonable expectations. As someone 
who still believes strongly that research impact is a genuinely good thing, hav-
ing been battered and bruised by some of the pressures to do it, I keep coming 
back to the simple point that the opportunity to help society with our research 
is the right thing to do. It matters. And it matters enough to keep pushing for 
better, healthier and fairer ways to do it. So this book is written from me to you, 
to help keep the faith when it all goes a bit pear shaped.

I want to be clear from the outset that it doesn’t aim to provide a prescriptive 
reference-heavy framework or stepwise ‘how to’ for impact. In fact, if you’re 
looking for unequivocal, data enforced arguments about which logic model is 
better, then you’ll be a teensy bit (very) disappointed. There are already many 
fantastic resources out there providing models, frameworks, public engagement 
good practice and the many other facets of impact. I don’t write this suggesting 
that this book overrides or replaces them – quite the opposite. The wealth of 
available insights is incredible, but particularly for those stepping newly into 
impact it can be daunting to know how to dive into something so vast. My aim 
is to help you bring values and principles to the start of your impact thinking to 
then be able to draw on these insights. If tools and frameworks are the recipe to 
help you make an impact cake, this book helps you think about why you need to 
make the cake, why that cake, for what occasion, who’s going to want to eat it, 
who might be allergic and how you can avoid dropping it on the floor. My stance 
is this: you can’t make full or effective use of the tools available if you don’t have 
your impact head screwed on first.



Introduction 3

The content comes from many years of experience being right in the middle of 
this thing called impact as an impact lead, applied researcher, research manager, psy-
chologist, impact consultant, patient, mum, carer and general human. It comes from 
seeing people embrace/love/be suspicious of/hate impact and all else in between. 
Whilst much of my lens on impact is shaped by the UK context, it’s not based on the 
UK experience alone. Nor is this book about the UK, about any specific agenda, or 
limited to my reflections. My aim is just to reflect the impact world I see, help you 
reflect on yours, give you some ways to get a mental foothold on the topic, and try to 
answer any stupid (but categorically aren’t stupid) questions you might have. And its 
tone is, well, me, the same as if you were listening to me rattle on at a conference or 
in a workshop. Apologies, you may need wine.

At the broadest level this book is for anyone within academia interested in 
impact, but it will be most use to researchers, impact managers, those involved 
in knowledge brokerage or in institutional roles which support impact in some 
way. I also hope it’s useful for those entering academia and needing to make 
sense of this odd impact shaped thing. I don’t start with any assumption of 
where you are on the impact experience spectrum, but instead hope it helps you 
build healthy approaches to impact whatever your starting point. If you are one 
of those people who loves theory or gets excited about a significant statistical 
result (just so we’re clear, that isn’t me – in the same way that I don’t under-
stand nanotechnology or Love Island), then fabulous. We need you – your work 
forms the foundations of research and signals the spark of an impact possibility. 
But if you are one of those people who gets their joy from connecting with peo-
ple or getting your hands dirty implementing things in practice, we need you too, 
to energise the work into life. There is a place for everybody and no template for 
what counts. Grab a coffee and pull up a chair.

Throughout this book I’ll use phrases like ‘your research’ and ‘your impact’ as a 
semantic shortcut to avoid constantly repeating ‘your impact, or that of the research 
you support, or you help communications on, or are brokering into society, or are com-
missioning ….’. The possible angles on impact are endless, so to simplify the narra-
tive I will say ‘your research’, with the absolutely expressed wish that you translate 
this and the examples into the perspective that suits you.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

Impact is a difficult topic to cover generically to suit everyone, so by necessity 
I’ll need to use a range of illustrative examples rather than cover every possible 
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permutation. And I’ll very unprofessionally use a lot of analogies and references 
to film, TV and other random things. This is because I have a simple brain and 
analogies are how I make sense of the world, but also because I hope these 
give you some much clearer visual shortcuts for understanding what can feel an 
unmanageable beast. If some of my references don’t land – entirely possible as 
the process of writing this book has made it clear to me how eclectic my internal 
library is – don’t worry. They’re used to illustrate, not explain, and the fuller text 
will explain what you need to know. And if you can’t find your exact research 
represented, remember that much of what I’m using is examples to help you 
reflect on your own context.

Each chapter contains thoughts on what you can do next, with questions to 
help steer you in the right direction, and there are comments, tips and reflections 
running throughout from a range of fabulous people in and around research. 
These include impact experts, funders, publishers, academics, research manag-
ers, knowledge exchange experts and patients, each of whom has first-hand 
understanding of how impact intersects with other areas of life, and how we 
can do it well. You’ll see their comments throughout the book, and I am indebted 
to them for their contributions.

The book is split into two parts:
Part 1 focuses on impact within the research landscape, and how an impact 

literacy approach can help.
Chapter 1 is the most ‘textbook’ part of the whole thing, covering the basics 

of impact, what it is and isn’t, how it’s defined, what drives the sector to pursue 
societal change and how it all works in practice. Chapter 2 delves more deeply 
into impact literacy, exploring what impact literacy is, what it means to be lit-
erate and why the ability to critically judge aspects of impact is so important. 
Chapter 3 then looks into some of the pressures and challenges of impact which 
bring values very much into the frame.

In Part 2 we change focus and look at a set of principles for approaching 
impact in a meaningful, literate way:

•	 Principle 1 – Chase Meaning Not Unicorns – focuses on ensuring we base 
our activities on what matters, not what is most impressive.

•	 Principle 2 – Work Out What Your Research Powers Up – covers how 
research has a chance to create impact every time the ‘baton is passed’.
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•	 Principle 3 – Think Directionally Rather Than Linearly – looks at how im-
pact can be best thought of as changes in various directions, rather than 
linear paths

•	 Principle 4 – Evidence? Think – What Would Jessica Fletcher Do? – 
focuses on how we can prove impact, either by finding the smoking gun or 
assembling a case.

•	 Principle 5 – Create a Healthy Space – shifts gear to think about how 
we, as individuals, can help build healthier approaches to impact in our 
institutions, departments or groups.

•	 Principle 6 – Own Your Expertise But Don’t Be a Jerk – jointly covers how 
to overcome imposter syndrome and/or not be a complete pain in the 
backside.

•	 Principle 7 – Be an Impact Lighthouse – looks at how we can integrate 
impact literacy and healthy practices across the various aspects of aca-
demic life.

•	 Principle 8 – Be You – reminds you to be authentic as you navigate this 
world of research translation.

At the end of the book there is a ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ section, which 
tries to condense some of the points above into specific queries.

This book won’t change your life, unless your main problem is a wonky table 
needing a book-sized wedge, but it will help you equip yourself with the thinking 
to approach impact well. You’ll most definitely still learn far beyond this book, 
have wins, make mistakes, judge, misjudge, celebrate, feel sucker punched, feel 
elated and everything else, but knowing you’re starting with healthy values has 
got to be the right way to embark on the journey.

My aim is to leave you with some principles to anchor yourself in this thing 
called impact.

My hope is that you find your impact mojo and feel empowered to do it. 
Happy reading

Julie x
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IMPACT, IMPACT LITERACY AND 
VALUES
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