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Part I: Overview 
 
The work DRUSSA does with its 24 partner universities is groundbreaking. It focuses on building capacity for 
Research Uptake (RU) and its management (RUM) in two ways, firstly by finding ways to support capacity at 
organisational level at these universities, so that each university finds ways to arrange its structures and 
resources to accommodate and advance RUM. Secondly, individual capacity is developed by offering 
professional training to individuals in the form of postgraduate short courses, as well as MPhil and PhD degrees 
through the Centre for Research on Evaluation, Science and Technology (CREST) at the University of 
Stellenbosch. Pulling these two strands of work together is a strong digital support facility that includes the 
DRUSSA blog and the DRUSSA App, built for online and offline use on a wide variety of devices. 
 
While it is important that individual actors be enabled to become proficient in the management of Research 
Uptake (RU), efforts to get research into use will not come to fruition unless the institutional environment is 
conducive to such activity. Although institutional capacity building may be the more difficult goal to achieve in the 
short term, it has the potential to produce more impactful and sustainable long-term results. 
 
This article sets out key areas on which university leadership can focus to strengthen institutional capacity. It is 
part of a larger literature review that was undertaken, from January 2012 till May 2013, and it is a synthesis of 
findings from academic literature and DRUSSA`s work with the universities. The latter includes statements of 
good practice that were developed at a participatory benchmarking exercise last year, as well as observations 
made at 16 university workshops, most of which were made by the DRUSSA Monitoring and Evaluation team. 
 
A very useful piece of work for university leadership to consider is the framework developed by *Ellen et al (2011) 
on identified key areas where capacity for knowledge utilisation at institutional and systems levels can be built. 
This framework was developed for the healthcare sector, but the structure has proved useful in the university 
context as well, as it could be elsewhere. 
 
Five areas are identified for “linking research efforts with action”: 
• Creating a climate for Research Uptake 
• Enabling push factors 
• Exchange mechanisms 
• Enabling pull factors 
• Monitoring & Evaluation 

 
Although the approach set out below describes mechanisms for facilitating supply-push (from universities) and 
demand-pull efforts (from university stakeholders), the complex and non-linear nature of the Research Uptake 
Management (RUM) process is acknowledged by the inclusion of suggested exchange mechanisms. 
 
Creating a climate for Research Uptake 
 
The university`s culture and strategic thrusts need to incorporate RU and support it at institutional level. 
Mechanisms may include: 
• Integration of the need to support RU activity in the mission and vision strategies 
• Integration of RU goals into research strategy and policies 
• Considerations of and plans for implementation of RUM 
• Awareness campaigns for RU 
• Culture change and encouragement of researcher engagement by means of incentives such as 

promotion and recruitment criteria, and capacity development. 
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Facilitating push factors  The university needs to facilitate the process of pushing knowledge into its external 
environment. This could be achieved by focusing on staffing for RUM and establishing an enabling environment 
for the RU process. 

• Staffing for RUM: Staffing is a big consideration: Sufficient capacity should exist within the university to 
manage and facilitate the RU cycle. It is also important to ensure that individual researchers` skills and 
capacity are developed so that they have a good grasp of the process of RU for knowledge to practice 
and policy. 

• Establishing an enabling environment: Appropriate procedures need to in place to push knowledge into 
the external environment by, inter alia: 

• Establishing procedures that will enable the university to know about and identify projects with 
potential; 
 

o Ensuring individual responsibilities as far as RU is concerned, as well as those of departments 
and units, are clearly understood; 

o Building awareness of and training researchers to consider RU an integral part of the research 
process -- for example, RU should be included in the budget during the planning phase, as 
should planning for dissemination and uptake. 

o Utilising the physical assets of the university -- the university should consider how it can 
improve interaction between itself, the community, private sector and government through the 
use of its facilities and equipment. 

o Utilising the central organisational resources of the university – aligning the management of 
research, publicity, extension work, health support services and commercialisation to optimise 
the universities` capacity to meet stakeholder needs. 

  
Exchange mechanisms 
 
Exchange efforts should be carefully strategised and implemented to make sure two-way communication 
channels are established and sustained between the university`s researchers and stakeholders. Mechanisms 
should be in place for the university to support external-facing activity in the following categories: 

• Knowledge sharing and diffusion through, inter alia, websites, social networking, the media, fairs, 
databases and the library; 

• Support for staff to engage with stakeholders and the community (and vice versa), by establishing 
effective points of access to the university; 

• Support for staff to access external enabling networks, development research funders, and other 
“neutral environments”, and informal contact. 

  
Enabling pull factors 
 
This refers to the stimulation of demand for knowledge products. The DRUSSA team has found that universities 
do not seem to have, at present, much control over creating such demand, which makes it difficult to explore 
activities in which they can engage. However, some fieldwork examples have surfaced of the work that Vice-
Chancellors and other university leaders do to forge relationships with influential stakeholders, and of researchers 
stimulating demand for their research. Some researchers have managed to develop absorptive capacities for the 
uptake of research in their communities and governmental sectors, social as well as in the private sector. 
 
Monitoring & Evaluation 
 
Given the increased emphasis on accountability by donor organisations and governments, universities need to 
ensure that monitoring and evaluation (M&E) capacities are established. These include: 

• Support for research M&E capabilities; 
• Integration of research M&E into policies and annual reports; 
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• Sharing of development research success stories to build momentum. 
  
Conclusion 
 
Building capacity for RU at institutional level entails developing mechanisms to push knowledge into the external 
environment and ensuring that sufficient access points, enabling mechanisms and facilitators are in place to 
engage with stakeholders. However, the key question remains, how can universities and government now 
develop instruments to stimulate a pull for the knowledge products developed in universities. Regional and 
national government can play a distinct role in exploring what can be done to stimulate a demand in both the 
public and private sectors to make better use of the resource potential that is available to them in the university 
sector. 
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Part II: Creating a climate for Research Uptake 
 
 
This second blog in the six-part series focuses on factors to be considered when embarking on a drive to 
strengthen institutional capacity. It entails the process of creating and facilitating a climate for RU in the university. 
If researchers and research managers are to be motivated to take RU as a core element in their work, it is 
essential for top management to commit to driving activity at institutional level. It is also essential that university 
policies be aligned so that RU activity may be enabled, encouraged and rewarded. Visibility of RU activity 
depends very much on strong leadership from senior management. 
 
During a consulting project to develop an innovation strategy framework for one of the top research universities in 
South Africa, I was asked to review strategies and mechanisms used by UK universities to encourage academics` 
engagement in supporting innovation activities. While these activities (termed “knowledge exchange”) focused 
mostly on supporting the transfer of technology-based knowledge and the employment of activities to directly 
support innovation at businesses, the lessons to be learned in terms of how these universities were driving staff 
engagement and culture change are useful for our purposes. 
 
According to HEFCE, the most commonly used and effective mechanism to stimulate RU activity at universities in 
the UK is to reward people for their efforts. No surprises here--like anyone else, academics are motivated by 
recognition. Integrating the recognition of RU activity into policies for recruitment, assessment, reward and 
promotion structures within the university make this possible. 
 
Mechanisms should also be put in place to ensure that awareness of RU exists. Marketing and raising awareness 
of RU internally proved to be commonly employed strategies at UK universities. These mechanisms are simple to 
implement. Holding competitions with prizes is another, economical way of getting RU on the agenda of 
academics. 
 
Thirdly, it is important that academics are equipped with skills and that they are aware of exactly what is required 
to carry out effective RU.. Skills can be acquired at workshops, short courses, mentoring and training sessions. 
The DRUSSA postgraduate programme and the short courses in Research Uptake and Utilisation, presented by 
CREST, provide a springboard for the professionalisation of Research Uptake and Research Uptake 
Management (RUM). 
 
It is important for the emerging field of RU and RUM to be professionalised and entrenched at universities. After 
all, it is in the interests of academics, too, to raise their profiles as researchers and to be more widely recognised 
as specialists in their fields. 
 
List of activities to drive staff engagement, based on a review of UK universities (HEFCE, 2008) 

• Institutional support and internal collaboration 
• Leadership from senior management/visibility of RU at strategic level 
• Provision of support to academics by RU staff 
• Consultation with academics in defining projects 
• RU champions 
• Representation of academics on RU committees 
• Mentoring 

Incentives 

• Incorporation of Research Uptake (RU) into recruitment, assessment, reward and promotion structure 
• Incentive schemes (including time allowed, IPR and consultancy policies, etc.) 
• Buying out academic time/workload planning 
• Competitions/feasibility funds to incentivise ideas and engagement 
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• Prizes and awards 

 
Training and awareness 

• Workshops, continuing professional development (CPD), short courses, training sessions 
• Marketing, awareness raising (e.g. through publications, awards, networking events) 
• Sharing good/best practice 

 
External contact and engagement 

• Formal identification of stakeholders and a stakeholder engagement strategy 
• Staff secondments and student placements 
• Involvement with external partners 

 
Monitoring & Evaluation 

• Research Uptake audits (including skills and technology audits) 
• Sharing of success stories to build momentum 
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Part III: Enabling push factors through engagement 
 
 
Here, in Part III, we focus on “Enabling push factors”. We suggest that the university should set up the appropriate 
infrastructure and develop the capacity to ensure that research efforts and ideas are “pushed” into the external 
environment. This entails considering which mechanisms are required to ensure that universities are able to 
supply evidence in appropriate formats, to relevant actors. 
  
Pushing university knowledge requires knowing about and hand-picking projects with potential, and ensuring that 
staff are trained in the process of knowledge utilisation. 
  
An important element within our DRUSSA programme support concerns universities engaging with stakeholders. 
Understanding what this actually means has been a major focus of the DRUSSA programme during our first 
round of campus implementation events at the 24 DRUSSA universities, where the team facilitated exercises 
through which each university had to identify the university’s relevant external stakeholders. The philosophy is 
that if a university is able to identify and build relationships with its external stakeholders effectively, this 
engagement will improve the quality and quantity of evidence, services and benefits to stakeholders. 
  
DRUSSA partner, the Centre for Research on Evaluation, Science and Technology (CREST), is completing an in-
depth literature review of stakeholder theory, which bolsters the case for successful stakeholder engagement 
being a vital element in ensuring higher impact of research results. The findings corroborate the view that when 
researchers engage with stakeholders, the following three benefits emerge: 
  

• The co-production of knowledge between researchers and stakeholders makes for mutual learning, 
with research results improving because of active input by stakeholders thanks to their local 
knowledge, insight and ideas. 

• Engaging with stakeholders during the research process increases the likelihood of research being 
legitimised, because stakeholder groups contributing to learning may attach greater weight to the 
findings because of their shared ownership of the findings. 

• Benefits can still follow even in instances where stakeholders are passive recipients of findings, 
provided appropriate dissemination mechanisms are put in place. 

  
To ensure that these benefits are realised, both researchers and research support staff need to be trained. 
Training includes: 
  

• Individual training to develop skills to effectively identify stakeholders, categorise them accurately, and 
identify their various roles. 

• Training to develop skills for appropriate approaches when engaging with stakeholders (information 
generation/sharing, consultation, collaboration or partnership) and choosing the depth of the 
engagement appropriately. 

• Training in employing appropriate participation methods (e.g. workshop, participatory assessment, 
survey, community mobilisation or service provision). 

• Training in administering and managing the university’s knowledge base so that RU becomes a 
permanent and core resource that is effectively utilised. 

  
Mechanisms and resources should be made available to actively support collaborations, networks and 
partnerships; these are important in improving the quality and impact of universities` knowledge exchange 
activities. And effectively creating platforms for engagement and access points into the university will encourage 
outsiders to reach out to universities, while giving researchers the means to approach and engage with their most 
important stakeholder groups. 
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A very important point, and one that keeps cropping up in our sessions with staff at the universities, is the ethical 
component of stakeholder engagement. The university needs to ensure that appropriate mechanisms and 
processes exist to make sure that projects with and engagements within communities at the very least are not 
harmful, but rather have positive benefits and spin-offs. 
  
Also important is the extent to which a university exploits its physical and virtual assets for the good of its 
stakeholders. In many instances the university campus is one of the environments where high-quality spaces for 
engagement exist and where a wide range of activities can be held, e.g. physical events such as forums, 
conferences and exhibitions, and digital events and platforms, among many others. 
  
We have entered an era where developing countries are asking more serious questions of how development 
support is provided and how stakeholder engagement will contribute to transforming unfair societies and empower 
the poor. Within this paradigm, university capacity for stakeholder engagement is a crucial part of driving 
knowledge to practice or knowledge to policy. 
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Part IV: Exchange mechanisms and enabling pull factors 
 
 
This article focuses on two further categories in the framework, namely exchange mechanisms and enabling 
pull factors. 
  
Exchange mechanisms 
  
Universities can put certain internal exchange mechanisms in place to stimulate demand and ensure that 
interaction and engagement with audiences and the external environment takes place. This, in turn, will stimulate 
further demand for knowledge products. 
  
A range of challenges that can affect the ability of a university to engage with its external environment have 
cropped up again and again as the DRUSSA team has attended the various campus implementation events over 
the course of the past year. It is quite common for DRUSSA universities to exist in an environment that does not 
necessarily have much demand for university knowledge products. For example, the ability of government, 
communities or businesses to absorb knowledge may be limited, or structures through which knowledge can be 
taken up and used simply don`t exist. Very often, in developing countries, there simply are no intermediaries to 
carry knowledge from the university into policy or practice. This places a much heavier burden on already 
resource-constrained researchers to construct their own “research-to-action” machinery.  
  
So, the question remains: How can the university engage with its environment to support development? This 
article looks at how demand for university knowledge can be stimulated, specifically focusing on stimulating 
demand for knowledge through exchange mechanisms, while building internal capacity for research utilisation -- 
in other words, creating platforms for interaction. In fact, some DRUSSA universities speak of the concept of 
platforms for interaction, calling them “innovation platforms” or “RU platforms”.  
  
Enabling “pull” factors: Innovation/Research Uptake platforms 
  
Universities should create awareness around research projects and create clear points of access into the 
university for external individuals who want to retrieve research. And mechanisms should exist whereby external 
users are made aware of research from an early stage in a project`s life cycle; processes should be established 
for the announcement of new research projects/areas. Another suggestion is that universities provide support for 
staff to engage with stakeholders and the community (and vice versa). This will involve developing university 
structures and mechanisms that will support and encourage interaction with the external environment. These 
include:  
  

• Databases of external contacts and potential research users; 
• Regular contact with the media; 
• Incentives to develop external linkages; 
• Support for staff to get access to enabling networks and other “neutral environments” or informal 

contact; 
• Promotional activities targeting decision-makers in the private and public sectors; 
• Self-assessment tools that focus on capacity to find and use research evidence in decision-making; 
• Proactive measures to create opportunities for the presence of university staff on discussion forums or 

advisory bodies, which are often formed to study or discuss a specific issue. 
  
More specifically, the university can play an important role in ensuring the accuracy of information in public 
debates. This can be partially supported by improving public access to knowledge through: 
  

• Public engagement events (e.g. science fairs, radio, TV); 
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• Publicly accessible databases of university expertise or public involvement in research (content 
management databases and the library); 

• Public dissemination of university activities (open days, campus radio, public lectures, reacting to news 
events)  

  
Universities can consider the possibility and financial feasibility of appointing dedicated staff to “pull” research into 
decision-making. An idea put forward during a discussion with MPhil and PhD students registered for the 
DRUSSA postgraduate programme was that universities could consider employing retired professors for this task. 
They may be well placed to leverage their vast existing networks to serve as affordable intermediary resources.  
  
In the previous article (Part III), I mention the development of capacity to drive engagement. What is important to 
stress here is to ensure that ideas are communicated in a useful and user-friendly format. Better, clear and 
relevant communication will stimulate demand for more information and further establish linkages. Capacity to 
engage with stakeholders and communicate ideas can be improved by, for instance, science communication 
training. Researchers should be educated to have a broader understanding of problems and issues in practice 
and policy, to ensure that they develop more robust findings, which will further bolster demand for university 
knowledge. It is also important that researchers take a longer-term view on their topics, so that they are not purely 
reactive, and develop the strategic capacity to address major development questions to have answers ready 
when they arise on the policy agenda.  
  
It will be of yet further benefit to develop external capacity to improve processes in government departments that 
use research in decision-making. Universities can then offer training and continuing education on finding and 
using research evidence in decision- and policymaking. These developed capacities may allow academics to 
introduce new concepts to frame debates, put ideas on the agenda or stimulate public debate. The next article will 
explore this aspect in greater detail. 
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Part V: Monitoring & Evaluation 
 
 
The aim of this final blog in the series is to explore how universities can support and conduct evaluation efforts to 
ensure progress is tracked and success stories are disseminated. 
 
Monitoring & Evaluation 
 
To successfully compete for funding, institutions need to show they are accountable and that their research has 
impact. This requires improved capacity in universities to manage and enable the Research Uptake Management 
process, to effectively demonstrate impact of research and to ensure that it is effectively leveraged to increase 
available funding for research. 
 
The results of the 2012 DRUSSA Benchmarking survey done about existing RU capacity at DRUSSA 
universities (see chart below) show that while universities reported activity relevant to RU—especially their 
capacity to track, record and evaluate—dissemination capacity was still being established. This is key to 
strengthening RU and ensuring the university is able to report on successes through which impact can be 
measured and future funding be gained. 
 

 
No two universities are the same, so context, institutional milieu along with key activities will differ from one 
university to the next. A standardised approach to evaluating outcomes will therefore be unproductive. Given the 
increased focus on accountability from the donor community, universities need establish monitoring and 
evaluation capacities. This may include the following activities: 

• Supporting M&E capabilities on individual projects or at institutional level; 
• Integrating M&E into policies and annual reports; 

 

2012 DRUSSA BENCHMARKING SURVEY (N=20) 



  
 

14 

• Sharing success stories to build momentum. 

Firstly, monitoring and evaluation plays a role at all the stages of implementation, and various methods can be 
used to track progress toward the close of a project. This framework from CREST Director Prof Johann Mouton 
provides insight into the various intervention dimensions, evaluation criteria and design types: 

 

Intervention 
Dimension 

Evaluation criteria 
Evaluation design 

type 

Conceptualisation 

• Logical consistency between programme 
objectives and programme activities (horizontal 
alignment in the logic model) 

• Logical coherence of different levels of programme 
activities, outputs and outcomes (vertical alignment 
in theClarity of programme goals and objectives 

• logic model) 

Clarificatory 
evaluations 

Design 
• Appropriateness of the intervention, given target 

group needs and expectations 
• Feasibility of the design, given resource constraints 

  

Implementation 
(Delivery) 

• Appropriateness of implementation (Was the 
programme implemented as designed and 
planned?) 

• Adequate coverage of the programme (Did all the 
intended beneficiaries receive the intervention) 

• Sufficient dosage (Did the intended beneficiaries 
receive the minimum “dosage” of the intervention 
as intended?) 

• Standardisation of delivery (Was the programme 
implemented in the same way across multiple 
sites?) 

Process evaluations 
(including programme 
monitoring studies) 

Outcome 

• Effectiveness of programme (Were the desired 
outcomes achieved?) 

• (Cost-)Efficiency of outcomes (Value-for-money 
criterion) 

Outcome evaluations 

Impact 
• Impact of the programme (Was the desired and 

expected impact achieved?) 
• Sustainability of programme impact 

Impact evaluations 

 
Monitoring and evaluation of RU at institutional level depends on interventions at various levels, so monitoring processes and 
evaluation frameworks should be robust enough to adequately track progress through all levels: 
  

• Individual: Universities should build individual capacity so that RU activities can be tracked. For example, what 
projects are they involved in? What are their research strengths? 

• Programme: Evaluation frameworks should be in place to track whether programmes meet their objectives and 
intended outcomes, while impact should be tracked along scientific, practical and policy criteria. 

• Department/School/University: Initiatives should be implemented at departmental as well as university level to 
track progress around the establishment of a conducive environment, with adequate access points for external 
stakeholders, capable facilitators and sufficient internal incentives. 

• Systems change evaluation: This should be carried out to assess the effect of interventions on changes in the 
wider system, specifically focusing on strengthening networks, relationships and building trust among the 
university’s external stakeholders. 

 
Universities must take great care when designing monitoring capacities. It is important to know about and track how and how 
well infrastructural and institutional uptake activities are strengthened. M&E is time consuming and expensive. It is a specialist 
skill and, where lacking, universities will have to develop the expertise, both in M&E and social science research methods. 
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As a future focus for mechanisms through which impact can be evaluated, universities should consider a systems theory 
approach to M&E, and move beyond the identification of simple factors of change towards understanding the causal 
relationships that drive improvements in the system. A key for acknowledging dynamic behaviour is that evaluation design may 
be improved to acknowledge dynamics and identify points of influence. 
 
Ellen, M., Lavis, J.N., Ouime, M., Grimshaw, J., Bedard, P. (2011). Determining research knowledge infrastructure for healthcare systems: a qualitative 
study. Implementation Science, Vol. 6 


