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1 Introduction 

Dutch research policy has pushed societal impact of research high on the agenda 
since many years. In a Declaration from 2014, the Dutch Government stated as 
one of three ambitions for the year 2025 that “science will have achieved 
maximum impact and that it is more closely interwoven with both society and the 
private sector”.1 The Netherlands belongs to the international frontrunners in 
terms of both its future ambitions and past decisions to implement societal 
impact in research funding strategies and to increase science’s contributions to 
society. The 2015 National Research Agenda resulted from a broadly conceived 
co-creation process with society. It rests on 140 questions that were clustered 
from submissions both by citizens and scientists and that lead to the Research 
along Routes programme lines (NWA-ORC) budgeted with approximately EUR 
267 Mio since its inception in 2018.2 As one of few other countries, the Dutch 
research organisations introduced societal impact as a mandatory dimension into 
their research evaluation scheme for public research institutions (SEP), including 
an own definition of societal impact. The national funding body for public 
research, the Dutch Research Council (NWO) defines “the societal impact of 
research as societal (cultural, economic, industrial, ecological or social) changes 
that are entirely or in part the consequence of knowledge and expertise generated 
by research. Therefore, in this strategic plan, ‘societal impact’ is also understood 
to include ‘economic impact’.”3 What might look like a minor aspect reflects the 
somewhat natural, self-assured and comprehensive stance of Dutch research 
policy toward societal impact.  

It may be one of the characteristic features of Dutch research policy that its 
impact ambition addresses the whole range of research activities pursuing an 
integrated strategy to connect science and society. This approach does not let 
fundamental research remain unaffected. In its 2020-2023 Knowledge and 
Innovation Covenant and in an effort to further implement the national impact 
ambitions the NWO further states: “Together with researchers and other 

 
1 The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science of the Government of the Netherlands 
(2014). 2025 Vision for Science. Choices for the Future; see: 
https://www.government.nl/binaries/government/documents/reports/2014/12/08/2025
-vision-for-science-choices-for-the-future/visie-wetenschap-eng-web.pdf  
2 https://2.wetenschapsagenda.nl/routes/?lang=en;  
3 NWO (2018). Connecting Science and Society. NWO Strategy 2019-2022, p. 12; see 
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/documents/NWO_strategy_2019-
2022_Connecting_Science_and_Society.pdf 
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stakeholders, NWO is committed to ensuring that knowledge utilisation 
contributes to societal impact by putting it on the agenda, being inspiring and 
facilitating, in ways that proportionally match all types of research.” 4 As part of 
its knowledge utilisation policy5 the NWO developed three approaches to ensure 
the societal impact of publicly funded research, adjusting for different types of 
research. The Impact Plan Approach and the Impact Focus Approach apply to 
research that is already oriented toward societal issues or to activities that want 
to apply already generated knowledge. The third one, the so-called Impact 
Outlook (IO) Approach applies to research “that always focuses on scientific 
impact, but not necessarily on a societal issue.”6  

For the funding round 2019-2020, the NWO piloted the Impact Outlook 
Approach for the first time. The NWO implemented societal impact into their 
main large and long-term strategic programmes for excellent research (namely 
Open Competition NWO-Science, Open Competition NWO-SSH and NWO 
Investment Grant Large, the funding line for investments in research 
infrastructure of national importance).7 This approach was renewed for the 
funding round 2021-2022 covering approximately EUR 80 Mio of research budget 
for this round only. As a matter of fact, this recent Dutch funding policy pushes 
excellent, curiosity-driven research, both in the natural sciences and the social 
sciences and humanities (SHH), to reflect on societal impact strategically, 
levelling it up to a mandatory funding criterion.  

2. What is the Impact Outlook Approach?  

The Impact Outlook (IO) Approach is part of the NWO’s ambition to implement 
knowledge utilisation as a priority in their research agenda and funding strategy, 
it targets excellent curiosity-driven research (see Figure 1). By contrast to 
planning and pursuing concrete impact pathways (as the Impact Plan and Impact 

 
4 NWO (2020). Knowledge and Innovation Covenant 2020-2023, p. 12. Retrieved from: 

https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/media-
files/Slides%2Broadshow%2BKIC%2Band%2BKnowledge%2BUtilisation_web_0.pdf  

5 NWO (2019). Societal Impact through Knowledge Utilisation (Leaflet). Retrieved from: 
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/documents/Leaflet%20Knowledge%20Utilisation
%20-%20web.pdf  
https://www.nwo.nl/en/knowledge-utilisation  

6 NWO (2020). Knowledge and Innovation Covenant 2020-2023, p. 17. Retrieved from: 
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/media-  

7 New name for funding round 2020-2021: Research Infrastructure: national consortia 
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Focus Approach), the IO approach aims at “stimulating (unforeseen) 
opportunities for societal impact after granting.”8 

 

Figure 1: Three NWO Impact Approaches9 

As part of the IO approach, researchers applying for funding through the Open 
Competition NWO-Science, NWO-SSH and Research Infrastructure, have to state 
if they are looking for scientific and/or societal impact and explain their choice as 
a funding criterion. The weighting of impact as a criterion differs slightly for each 
funding line, but in each case accounts for a considerable share. Similarly, the 
understanding of scientific and societal impact is specified and adjusted to the 
field and type of funded research activity.  

In the Research Infrastructure: national consortia Call for Proposals10 (CfP), 
Impact weighs 33%, which is just as much as Scientific quality. The remaining 
33% are reserved for Organizational and financial aspects and Technical aspects.11 
As it is the case also for the other CfPs, the Impact criterion includes both 
scientific and societal impact. In the Research Infrastructure CfP, it is 

 
8 NWO (2019). Societal Impact through Knowledge Utilisation (Leaflet). Retrieved from: 
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/documents/Leaflet%20Knowledge%20Utilisation
%20-%20web.pdf  
9 NWO (2020). Knowledge and Innovation Covenant 2020-2023 (Roadshow), p. 17. 
Retrieved from: https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/media-
files/Slides%2Broadshow%2BKIC%2Band%2BKnowledge%2BUtilisation_web_0.pdf  
10 Formerly: Investment Grant NWO Large 
11 NWO (2021a). Research Infrastructure (RI): national consortia, p. 18-19 (CfP). Retrieved 
from: https://www.nwo.nl/en/researchprogrammes/nwo-investment-grant-large  
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operationalized and divided into 7 categories12, most of them showing a focus on 
the accessibility and availability of the structure, services and data to scientific 
users (scientific impact). Only criterion 4.2.2.e. (Potential impact for society and 
business) can be regarded as being explicitly dedicated to societal impact.   

In the Open Competition funding line for the Social Science and the 
Humanities, the Impact criterion turns out a little smaller carrying a weighting of 
20% (in relation to 50% for Scientific Quality and 30% for Embedding, 
organisation and budget). Again, this includes both scientific and societal 
impact.13 It is stated that applicants are free to choose if they want to focus on 
scientific or societal impact or a combination of both and reinsuring that this 
choice will not affect the rating (“The one form of impact is not better or worse 
than the other.”). However, the justification of this choice is part of the 
assessment of this criterion. ”The assessment committee […] will also weigh: 1) 
The motivation for the focus on scientific impact and/or societal impact; 2) The 
presence of processes, factors, or plans to enhance unforeseen chances on both 
forms of impact during the runtime of the project.”14  

Finally, the funding line Open Competition Domain Science - M funding line 
weighs societal and/or scientific impact with 30%, using exactly the same scheme 
and wording as is being used in the Open Competition SSH from above.15 As part 
of the Impact criterion, researchers have to choose if they want to focus on 
societal and/or scientific impact and explain why.  

The NWO has created effortful online workshops16 for both the Impact Outlook 
and the Impact Plan Approach in order to assist researchers in preparing their 

 
12 a.) Impact of the services offered on scientific users; b.) Available capacity versus 
required capacity; c.) Accessibility; d.) Potential impact on other scientific fields; e.) 
Potential impact for society and business; f.) Impact of generated data; g.) Unforeseen 
opportunities. 
13 “Scientific impact includes: 1) The potential and relevance of the research results for 
one’s own discipline and related discipline(s); 2) The potential and relevance of the 
research results for the wider scientific field. Societal impact includes: 1) The potential for 
societal impact in the short and long term; 2) A vision of the way(s) in which the proposed 
research could lead to societal impact.” NWO (2021b). Open Competition SSH. Non-
programmed, curiosity-driven research (CfP), p. 11-12. Retrieved from: 
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/media-
files/Call%20for%20Proposals%20OC2021%20UK.pdf  
14 NWO (2021b). p. 12. 
15 NWO (2021c): Open Competition Domain Science – M, CfP. Retrieved from: 
https://www.nwo.nl/sites/nwo/files/media-
files/Call%20for%20proposals%20OC%20Domain%20Science%20-
%20M%20round%2021-22_ENG_def.pdf  
16 https://impact.nwo.nl/en/an-impact-outlook-for-your-research  
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applications in line with the impact funding criteria. The IO workshop is a step-
by-step guide (including explanatory videos, question guides, writing tasks and 
control questions) in order to identify opportunities for impact and to clarify the 
focus of impact. It also helps researchers in finding a way of how to deal with 
addressing societal impact when it is not the focus. While this online workshop 
reiterates the autonomy and self-responsibility of researchers in this matter, it 
clearly involves researchers in reflecting and examining on (potential) impact of 
their proposed research. It definitely conveys the importance this topic has for 
successful funding from the point of view of the NWO. The workshop for the IO 
approach takes 1 ½ hours at least. 

3. Discussion 

The IO approach is an attempt to introduce the topic of societal impact 
systematically in Dutch funding schemes for curiosity driven research, e.g 
research that aims at scientific, not societal breakthroughs. The approach chosen 
by the NWO reflects the Dutch science policy: connecting science and society 
(wherever possible).17 The NWO strategy 2019-2022 highlights its notion of a 
thoroughly interwoven relationship of science and society and that it has no 
ambition to delineate or ‘protect’ science and fundamental research from societal 
concerns and ambitions. The IO approach can be regarded as an expression of this 
integrative stance.  

The IO approach can be considered in many parts as a reframing and renaming 
of already established funding criteria, which are not primarily related to societal 
impact, in fact. All three funding lines clarify that proposals can be equally 
successful with targeting scientific impact only. Depending on the call, scientific 
impact is defined as the “potential and relevance of research results for one’s own 
discipline and related discipline(s)”18 or “Impact of the services offered on 
scientific users” and their “accessibility to scientific users”19 for research 
infrastructures. As a matter of fact, those are long-standing standard criteria for 
research quality and research infrastructures now being labelled as (scientific) 
impact. So, does the IO approach only present old vine in new bottles? Certainly 
not. 

 
17 NWO (2018). Connecting Science and Society. NWO Strategy 2019-2022, p. 25-41. 
18 NWO (2021c), p. 13. 
19 NWO (2021a), p. 20. 
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On the one hand, the reframing may already have an influence on how 
researchers perceive the role and relevance of societal impact as a criterium in 
relation to other criteria of research quality. Even though the NWO IO approach 
stresses the freedom of choice between scientific and societal impact, it puts both 
on the same level and manages both in the same category. In that, it suggests 
equal relevance of criteria that are in fact quite different – at least from the point 
of view of scientific standards of quality. While it seems possible to imagine 
excellent research proposals that only focus on scientific quality, it is hard to 
imagine excellent research proposals that do not satisfy the requirement of 
scientific impact (i.e., do not show any compatibility or considerable contribution 
to existing strands of research). The exchangeability of both impact dimensions 
– as it is portrayed by the NWO IO approach – reveals to be doubtful at least. This 
leads to the assumption that the freedom of choice between both impact criteria 
practically results in an add-on. Specifically, it adds the requirement for 
researchers to include the criterium of societal impact in their research planning 
and explanation. 

On the other hand, the IO approach is essentially different from previous 
funding strategies as it adds the explicit requirement to consider potential 
societal impact for all research proposals – no matter if the focus is on societal 
and/or scientific impact only. This is valid for all funding lines. In the SSH-call it 
says for example “Although the applicant has the choice to focus on societal 
and/or scientific impact, NWO expects that the applicant has thought about how 
unforeseen opportunities can be seized for both forms of impact.”20 In other 
words, “The presence of processes, factors, or plans to enhance unforeseen 
chances on both forms of impact during the runtime of the project”21 is a 
mandatory criterium for all proposals. No matter if researchers chose to focus on 
scientific impact, they are obliged to ponder on and plan for societal impact as a 
possibility at least. Furthermore, the justification of the choice (for scientific 
and/or societal impact) as such is a mandatory part of the funding criteria as well: 
“Besides impact, the assessment committee, as part of this criterion, will also 
weigh the motivation for the focus on scientific impact and/or societal impact.” 

22   

Given these measures, the NWO IO approach reveals to be a mechanism that 
draws on the application behaviour of researchers and therefore wields its 

 
20 NWO (2012b), p. 12. 
21 NWO (2021c), p. 12. 
22 NWO (2021c), p. 13. 
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influence in the early stages of a research proposal. It demands researchers who 
aim at fundamental research to articulate an awareness for societal impact and to 
integrate it into their proposals, irrespective of their solely scientific research 
ambition. By contrast to research assessment frameworks, the IO approach may 
not be very effective as good publicity, i.e. suitable to help legitimate public 
spending on R&D. As a matter of fact, it does not seem to prioritize on 
rationalizing the use of money, but really on directing researchers’ behaviour, 
specifically making researchers strategize fundamental research in terms of 
societal impact.  

 

 


