
Developing 
UNSW’s 
Societal Impact 
Framework 
Together 

Discussion Paper:



​​Table of Contents

1. Executive Summary	 3

2. Introduction from the Vice-Chancellor and President	 4

2.1 Importance of Societal Impact	 4

2.2 How the Societal Impact Framework informs our new strategy	 5

3. Framing UNSW’s Societal Impact	 6

3.1 How the UNSW Community creates Societal Impact	 7

4. The Societal Impact Framework	 8

4.1 Purpose of the Framework	 8

4.2 What will be included in the Framework	 8

4.3 Examples of Societal Impact Focus Areas	 13

4.4 Examples from across Faculties and Divisions	 15

4.5 Capabilities that enable UNSW’s impact	 16

4.6 Impact measurement and evaluation	 16

5. The Consultations	 17

5.1 Purpose and positioning	 17

5.2 Objectives and Questions	 17

5.3 Reach	 18

5.4 Consultation Approach	 18

5.5 Timelines	 18

6. Acknowledgements	 19

7. References	 20

8. Appendices	 21

List of Diagrams

Diagram 1: Connection between UNSW Strategy and Societal Impact Framework 5

Diagram 2: Indicative components of the final Societal Impact Framework 8

Diagram 3: Logic model example 9

Diagram 4: Example of research impact pathways 10

Diagram 5: Example of education impact pathways 11

Diagram 6: Example of operations impact pathways 12

Diagram 7: Example of engagement impact pathways 12

List of Tables

Table 1: Impact Categories 6

Table 2: Impact Focus Areas 14

Table 3: Criteria for selecting Impact Focus Areas 15

Table 4: Consultation objectives and questions 17

Table 5: Timeline of consultations and deliverables 18

Table 6: Examples of other societal impact definitions. 21



The development of UNSW’s first Societal Impact Framework is taking place 
in 2024. This framework will inform the next UNSW Strategy beyond 2025, 
and answer the question; how do we increase UNSW’s societal impact locally, 
regionally and globally, building on our current strengths? The framework will 
be informed by consultation, data analysis, cross sector research into best 
practice, and the recommendations and insights from Project Symphony (the 
UNSW brand strategy), the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings data and 
the ongoing work to develop the new UNSW Strategy beyond 2025.

The purpose of this discussion paper is to create a shared understanding 
of what UNSW’s Societal Impact Framework is aiming to achieve and the 
importance of the consultations as a key source of insights. A shared 
understanding will help elicit relevant feedback and focus the discussions 
during the consultations. We expect many early views or examples shared in 
this paper will undergo changes as we listen, learn and reconsider during the 
consultations. 

The Societal Impact Framework will be our shared, anchoring purpose and 
commitment to improving environmental sustainability and resilience, social 
cohesion, health and wellbeing, and economic prosperity for all. It will:

1.	 identify impact focus areas where we can concentrate our efforts for

greatest impact, 

2.	 outline our unique capabilities that enable our impact, and

3.	 define how we will measure and learn from our progress.

Our impact focus areas will be reinforced by our strategic priorities and 
require our concentrated and collective efforts to advance. They will be areas 
of impact where progress is vital for a thriving society and planet. Their 
complexity will allow researchers, educators, professional staff, students 
and our extended community from multiple disciplines to contribute and 
build strengths in these areas. The impact focus areas will not be pursued 
at the exclusion of other areas. UNSW recognises that supporting the whole 
academic ecosystem is important to our ability to foresee and tackle complex 
societal needs as they evolve.

At UNSW, societal contribution is a collective effort achieved through our 
research, education, engagement with our extended community, and the way 
we operate. It includes, but is not limited to:

•	 our researchers solving the world’s most complex challenges in 
partnership with those experiencing the realities of these problems,

•	 our educators who equip students with the skills, knowledge, 
and self-efficacy to grow meaningful careers, and thrive in rapidly
changing environments, 

•	 our professional staff who create safe and supportive environments for
colleagues and students, improve the sustainability of our campuses, 
or improve our systems and processes to maximise time spent on 
education and research outcomes, 

•	 our academic and professional staff who engage with our extended 
community to improve decision making and behaviours or support 
community-led initiatives, or to enhance our education and research
outcomes (improving quality, reach, and relevance) 

•	 our partners from industry, government, other universities, foundations 
and local community who contribute their resources, insights and 
expertise to achieve societal impact with us, 

•	 our students who can contribute to positive societal change now,
and as our next generation of leaders, and 

•	 our alumni who become experts in their field and contribute to
progressing society. 

At the centre of our approach is an inclusive consultation process with staff, 
students and our broader community to understand our current and future 
potential to improve lives here in Australia and around the world. We want to 
hear from you to make sure we capture all examples of impact, not just those 
that appear in our current reporting processes. The consultations will occur 
in February and March 2024 both in Sydney and Canberra and will include 
dedicated Indigenous sessions. The consultation process is a critical data 
collection mechanism for understanding where UNSW excels and why.

Societal impact is a complex and meaningful pursuit, and one that everyone 
in the UNSW community contributes towards. This is why your participation in 
the consultation process is so crucial.  We should be proud of what we have 
achieved, and we want to take this unique opportunity to reflect and refresh 
our aspirations for a better future for all.  

To register for the consultations, please visit  
the Societal Impact website:  
https://www.unsw.edu.au/societal-impact
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2.1 Importance of Societal Impact 

At their best, universities have for millennia been communities that have 
generated knowledge, provided learning and actively engaged in civil society 
with an aim towards collective, positive progress.  

UNSW itself was established 75 years ago in a post-war era, explicitly to 
meet huge skills requirements in NSW and generate knowledge with, and 
for, the benefit and prosperity of the people of NSW and Australia. For 75 
years, we have stayed true to our founding mission, continuing to anticipate 
and respond to the changing needs of the society we serve – in our state, in 
Australia and around the world.  

UNSW is a public university. We are, and always will be, an inclusive 
university. Our vision – to improve lives globally through innovative research, 
transformative education, and commitment to a just society – drives 
everything we do. Our motto, Scientia Corde Manu et Mente, Knowledge by 
Heart, Hand and Mind, reflects the importance of ‘heart’ as a guide for all that 
we do: the way we engage and connect and the fundamental purpose of our 
actions: positive impact on society and the long-term pursuit of collective 
progress. Our focus on societal progress not only stems from our historic 
mission as a public university but is deeply embedded in our values, beacons 
for people and partners who share our aspiration for an ever-improving, just 
society. At UNSW, how we do things is just as important as the things we do. 

The renewal of our strategy beyond 2025 provides the opportunity to refresh 
our aspirations and think in new ways about how we can make significant 
and distinct societal contributions. UNSW is uniquely placed to tackle some 
of the world’s greatest challenges and grasp some of its most incredible 
opportunities. This comes through our deep and broad expertise and the 
distinctive way we connect, across the University, across disciplines and 
across society. This comes through the immense resource we have in our 
375,000 and growing community of alumni who, with skills honed at UNSW, 
shape businesses, governments and communities around the globe. This 
comes with the benefits but also the responsibility of being a top 50  
university globally.¹  

We have a track record of tackling some of the most challenging and urgent 
societal issues on a global scale and we want to strengthen that capability. 
But as society grows increasingly fractured, dynamic and complex, we need 
to be increasingly innovative, multi-disciplinary, inclusive and deliberate in 
our approach to creating positive societal impact. This needs to be a whole-
of-University effort, involving the breadth of our Faculties and Divisions, 
educators, researchers, students and local and global partners. Our collective 
passion and expertise are a necessity for UNSW to deliver far-reaching and 
lasting positive change in Australia, the region and globally.  

To realise our collective vision for societal impact, we are creating UNSW’s 
first Societal Impact Framework and we are seeking input from all in the 
UNSW community. Through extensive consultation we seek to understand 
how we can optimise our impact in areas where we can be most effective and 
renew people’s connection to our public purpose. Each of us, from all areas 
of the University community – students, educators, researchers, professional 
staff, alumni, donors, our industry and community partners and supporters – 
has an important role to play.  

I encourage you to read this discussion paper and to be involved in the 
engagement process. The UNSW Societal Impact Framework will anchor all 
our efforts as UNSW envisions our next 75 years of positive impact, striving to 
improve lives around the world. 

Attila Brungs  
Vice-Chancellor and President, UNSW Sydney 
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Diagram 1*: This diagram illustrates how the Societal Impact Framework and the new Strategy correspond.  
The core activities and enabling functions are reflective of current priorities and may evolve with the new strategy.  
*Note that this diagram is indicative and not final and will be updated as research on the Societal Impact Framework progresses.

Research excellence 
& translation

Education & 
student experience

Lifelong learning

Operations incl:
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• Estate management
• Governance
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Core activities and enabling functions
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Strategic Priority A
• activity
• activity
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• activity
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outputs

Impact

Medium-to-long term
benefits or changes 
realized from use

Outputs Societal Impact 
Focus Areas

Focus Area 1

Focus Area 2

Focus Area 3

Focus Area 4

Focus Area 5

Enabling capabilities: organisational strengths and assets that enable our societal impact

2.2 How the Societal Impact Framework informs our new strategy 

The Societal Impact Framework is a crucial part of our next UNSW Strategic Plan. The consultations for the framework form one stream of a broader 
consultation process to inform our new strategic priorities. This is a unique opportunity to better understand our current achievements and influence our 
strategic choices.  

The Societal Impact Framework will be our shared, anchoring purpose and will help us make the choices necessary to create a distinctive and effective strategy.  

The Societal Impact Framework will:  

•	 provide the clarity required to naturally collaborate for greater impact in select areas,

•	 ensure we leverage our distinctive capabilities,

•	 build on our existing strengths,

•	 help us identify new capabilities and opportunities,

•	 guide how we measure and learn from our progress, and

•	 position UNSW as a leader in local and global societal impact.

Once we know what we want to achieve and the capabilities required to do so, we can design a new, cohesive strategy in which our strategic priorities  
and supporting activities, structures and processes are coordinated and complementary.  

Further strategy consultations will take place in April through to June 2024, with the final strategy completed by December 2024. 

Visualising how the Societal Impact Framework intersects with the new Strategy

Our societal impact will be achieved through our core activities of teaching and research, and our enabling functions (people and culture, operations, etc.).  
It is not a separate function or activity. This is illustrated in Diagram 1 below. The green components represent the Societal Impact Framework inputs, and the 
blue are UNSW’s core strategic activities.

Diagram 1: Connection between UNSW Strategy and Societal Impact Framework 
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Framing UNSW’s 
Societal Impact

Societal impact encompasses our ability to improve the world we share by progressing environmental sustainability and resilience, social cohesion,  
health and wellbeing, and economic prosperity for all. 

These three impact categories represent complex and overlapping opportunities to achieve societal impact. While we have listed them separately below in 
Table 1, there are examples that fall into multiple categories, such as the planning and development of future cities and transport. As such they will require 
UNSW’s pragmatic and multidisciplinary expertise to understand and solve.

Table 1: Impact Categories

Impact category Possible examples of inclusions 

Environmental 
sustainability and resilience

Sustainable management of our campuses and assets, climate adaptation, water sanitation and biodiversity, heat impact 
mitigation, biodiversity and conservation, energy efficiency and renewable generation, waste reduction and reuse including 
circular economy, construction industry and infrastructure resilience, decarbonization technologies, Indigenous knowledge and 
protocol, disaster response and recovery, food security and sustainability, environmental ethics, among others. 

Social cohesion, health  
and wellbeing

UNSW’s efforts to improve equity and inclusion amongst staff and students,  changes in the healthy functioning of individuals, 
families, communities and populations (physical, psychological, and social aspects of health and wellbeing), robust social and 
health service systems (policy, practice and system design), medicine, medical technology and innovation, vaccines, disease 
control, creative arts and cultural participation, human rights and anti-discrimination mechanisms, regional and global security 
and stability, equity and diversity,  inclusive and accessible design, cultural and language preservation and understanding, 
education access and innovation, humanity and 21st century technology, re-skilling and adapting to a rapidly changing world, 
future cities and spaces, affordable housing, health promoting environments, stigma reduction, violence prevention,  political 
voice and governance, among others.

Economic prosperity for all Macro-economic measures (i.e. unemployment, national income, rate of growth, GDP, inflation), trade and competitiveness, 
productivity and efficiency, new services, products and market niches, securing and protecting existing markets (i.e. increase 
or maintain returns from existing markets) economic inclusiveness and poverty alleviation, economic sustainability (debt 
management), UNSW’s investment in staff professional development, creating ecosystems that support innovation and 
entrepreneurial activity, among others. 

Table 1*: Examples of topics and challenges that fall within the three proposed impact categories. 
*Note that the ‘possible examples of inclusions’ are indicative and not intended to be a final list of inclusions. 
Rather, the intension is to provide examples of how a subject or topic might be grouped within an Impact category.

Our starting point for defining societal impact is informed by other accepted definitions (see Table 6 in Appendix A).  
UNSW’s definition may evolve based on insights gained during the consultations and further research. 
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3.1 How the UNSW Community creates Societal Impact
Everyone in the UNSW community contributes to societal impact. Positive change can be created through:

•	 The design and management of our campus (open spaces, buildings, waste management)

•	 The application of the UN Sustainability Development Goals to workflows, campus management, research and teaching

•	 Procurement and ethical supply chain management

•	 Tech efficiencies and security: keeping our data safe and supporting effective workflows

•	 Positive and supportive culture and the wellbeing of our staff 

•	 Supporting students to make informed course choices and navigating their first few months

•	 Students participating in clubs and societies with societal impact objectives or choosing an internship where they can contribute to societal progress  
(in corporate or for-purpose organisations)

•	 High-quality education with passionate educators, and an inclusive pathway for low socio-economic status students

•	 Donor contributions towards research that delivers societal impact, student equity scholarships, and programs that support startup development,  
among others

•	 Global partnerships to establish UNSW as the world’s leading university in global Indigenous and First Nations exchange, and as the global leader in driving 
sustainability and resilience in vulnerable communities

•	 Achievements of our local and global alumni 

•	 Pioneering researchers working closely with diverse stakeholders to tackle complex challenges

•	 Among others
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4.1 Purpose of the Framework

The purpose of UNSW’s Societal Impact Framework is to provide the clarity in direction needed to increase our impact where the nation and world need it most. 
This will allow UNSW to:  

Amplify – Design a cohesive and coordinated new strategy around a shared purpose. The alignment of strategic priorities and activities will drive momentum. 

Differentiate – Differentiate ourselves on parameters that really matter, with specific impact proof points that distinguish our brand. 

Engage – Rally our whole community, local and global, around purposeful causes and reinforce our sense of pride and aspiration.

Learn – Measure and evaluate our impact to ensure we continually optimise our contributions.

4.2 What will be included in the Framework

UNSW’s first Societal Impact Framework will articulate UNSW’s impact focus areas, what new and existing capabilities will enable even greater impact, and how 
we will measure and evaluate our success. It will also include a logic model describing the inputs and activities required to deliver the outputs, outcomes and 
impacts. Diagram 2 and 3 below illustrate this in more detail.

The framework is a critical input for UNSW’s new Strategy. It will provide the clarity, around which a new set of complementary strategic priorities and activities 
can be designed. 

Diagram 2: Indicative components of the final Societal Impact Framework 

Diagram 2*: An outline of the three key components of our Societal Impact Framework.  
*Note that this diagram is indicative and is based on current assumptions but is not final. 
It will be updated as research on the Societal Impact Framework progresses.

Societal Impact Framework Components

Impact focus areas
for greatest impact

Capabilities that
enable our impact

Impact measurement 
and evaluation

Where can UNSW be 
uniquely e�ective 

where it matters most?

What distinct 
capabilities (existing and new) 

will enable our impact? 

What do we want to achieve 
and learn?

 How can we practically 
measure and evaluate our 

progress?

The Societal 
Impact Framework
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Inputs Activities Outputs Outcome Impact

Can be controlled

Assumptions and Risks

Measure of success

Direct Influence Indirect contribution

Inputs: 
• People (staff, students, alumni)
• Knowledge  (IP, research)
• Data
• Equipment
• Facilities
• Funds
• Partnerships
• Other

Activities that will strengthen our 
ability to deliver societal impact.

These could be related to:
• Research
• Education
• Engagement
• Operations
• People and culture
• Digital and physical assets
• Other

Direct, short-term 
outputs from completion 
of activities

This could include:
• publication and citation data
• graduation rates
• new prototype, product 

or service created
• patent
• training participation
• events, articles, 

podcasts produced

Short-to-medium term uptake or 
adoption of outputs. 

This could include:
• improved policies or programs
• adoption of a product or service
• changes to medical guidelines
• Participation on advisory panel
• behaviour or process change
• student employment rates and salary 

benchmarking
• engagement with media, events

Medium-to-long term
benefits or changes realized 
by  end-user & other 
stakeholders to which UNSW 
has contributed.

Types of Impact include:
• Environmental
• Health
• Social and cultural
• Economic

Diagram 3: Logic model example

Diagram 3*: Example of the Logic Model components. This is an example only.  
*Note that this diagram is indicative of a logic model and is intended as an example only. It is not final. The Societal Impact Framework logic model will be developed throughout the process of the development of the 
framework. 

Impact pathways for our research, education, engagement and operations 

To identify what outcomes and impacts we want to measure it is critical to map how our core activities and operations deliver societal value. Diagram 4, 5, 6 
and 7 below provide four examples of possible impact pathways for our research, education, engagement and operations. Each impact pathway requires very 
different measures for societal outputs, outcomes and impacts.  

These diagrams are illustrative only and are intended to stimulate discussion and elicit feedback. We expect these will evolve as a result of the consultations, 
and research into existing pathway models. 
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Diagram 4: Example of research impact pathways

Diagram 4*: Example of how research can result in positive societal outcomes and impact. The output, outcome and impact measures are examples only.  
This has been informed by the UK’s REF Guidelines for Submission, 2019. 
*Note that this diagram is indicative and is intended as an example only. It is not final. 

How research can result in 
positive societal outcomes ImpactOutputs Outcome

Discovery
and new

knowledge

New knowledge creation and discovery

Direct, short-term measures of 
activities completed or quantities 
produced.

Inform public
debate

Informing public debate by making 
evidence-based research more accessible to 
help counter the proliferation of fake news.

Influence on 
Governments

Improvements in policy, program design, funding 
amounts or criteria, taxes or subsidies resulting 
from UNSW’s contribution. This includes 
Australian, regional and global government 
influence.

New or improved drugs, treatments, products 
(hardware, software, bio), services, 
infrastructure design.

Short-to-medium term uptake or 
adoption of outputs. 

Medium-to-long term
benefits or changes realised by 
end-user, & other stakeholders

Improved or 
new 

products and 
services

New ways of working, improvements to a 
technical methodology, changes in 
health-related behaviour (diet, exercise, sleep), 
leadership models.

• publications • citations • expansion and improvement to the 
field of knowledge 

• impact achieved through one or 
more of the below impact pathways 

• number of public events held, 
news articles, podcasts, 
interviews, and videos, among 
others 

• engagement with publicly 
available material 
(i.e. attendance numbers at 
events, >75% of article viewed, 
comments, likes and shares)

• positive third-party media and/or 
public sentiment around select 
topics or themes

• number of submissions, policy 
briefings or participation in 
government reviews

• participation on gov.
advisory panel

• gov. consultation engagements 
• implementation of improved policies, 

programs, services, funding 
mechanisms, taxes or subsidies.

• benefits realised by the “end-user” 
and other stakeholders including 
environmental, health, social and 
cultural and economic impacts.

• creation of new or improved drug, 
treatments, products, services, 
infrastructure design, new IP, etc.

• adoption or application of the drug, 
treatment, products, services, 
infrastructure design.

• benefits realised by the “end-user” 
and other stakeholders including 
environmental, health, social and 
cultural and economic impacts.

• creation of improved ways of 
working, technical methodology, 
healthy behaviour, leadership 
model.

• adoption of the improved way of 
working, technical methodology, 
healthy behaviour, leadership model.

• benefits realised by the “end-user” 
and other stakeholders including 
environmental, health, social and 
cultural and economic impacts

Behaviour or 
process 
change
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Diagram 5: Example of education impact pathways

Diagram 5*: Example of how education can result in positive societal outcomes and impact. The measures of output, outcome and impact are examples only.

*Note that this diagram is indicative and is intended as an example only of education impact pathways. It is not final. 

How education can result in 
positive societal outcomes ImpactOutputs Outcome

Direct, short-term measures of 
activities completed or quantities 
produced.

Short-to-medium term uptake or 
adoption of outputs. 

Medium-to-long term
benefits or changes realised by 
end-user, & other stakeholders

Equity

Close the skills  
shortage gap

Highly 
e�ective 
graduates

Civic & societal 
participation

This includes providing accessible and 
inclusive education opportunities for those 
traditionally excluded from higher education to 
help reduce inequality.

This includes supporting society’s transitions by 
educating highly-skilled students for high-need jobs 
in industries and professions with potential for 
positive societal contribution (economic, social and 
environmental).

This includes equipping students with tools 
and the mindset to make significant 
contributions to their organisations and those 
they serve through their work (technical skills, 
life-long learning capabilities, knowledge).

This includes developing students with a 
strong sense of civic duty and appreciation for 
the importance of societal progress, who care 
about giving back and collective progress.

• graduation numbers and rates for 
students from backgrounds relevant to 
improving equality (i.e. low SES)

• employment and salary benchmarking 
for graduates from backgrounds 
relevant to improving equality 
(i.e. low SES)

• % “high-need” jobs filled by UNSW 
graduates

• salary benchmarking to other Unis

• improved student performance during 
assessment of these capabilities each 
year

• graduates employed into high impact 
jobs (needs defining)

• salary growth rate over xx years 
comparing alumni from backgrounds 
relevant to improving equality 
(i.e. low SES)

• measure of improved productivity in 
“high-need” industries 

• UNSW graduates that become leaders 
(needs defining) in these high-need 
industries

• alumni working in high impact roles or 
organisations (needs defining) 

• rate of salary growth or career 
progression per industry compared to 
alumni from other universities

• alumni working in high impact roles 
or organisations (needs defining) 

• alumni that report engagement with 
NFP sector (donations, volunteering, 
Board roles, advisory, advocacy).

• graduation numbers and rates in 
disciplines employable by “high-need” 
industries compared to other Unis

• number of courses that teach life-long 
capabilities

• courses that include societal impact 
content

• participation in relevant societies, clubs, 
events, programs
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How our operations can result 
in positive societal outcomes ImpactOutputs Outcome

Direct, short-term measures of 
activities completed or quantities 
produced.

Short-to-medium term uptake or 
adoption of outputs. 

Medium-to-long term
benefits or changes realised by 
end-user, & other stakeholders

Employee 
well-being 

Community 
well-being

Environmental  
footprint

This includes work-life balance, learning and skills 
development, fair earnings, employment stability and 
turnover, health including mental health, safety, voice, 
environmental quality, social support, and subjective 
well-being, among others.

This includes taxes paid, health and safety of our 
students, suppliers and partners when in our care, ethical 
and diverse supply chains, community investments and 
engagement, privacy and data security, and respecting 
Indigenous peoples’ rights to their lands, among others.

This includes reducing our carbon emissions, waste 
and water management, contributing to the circular 
economy, managing climate change vulnerabilities, 
enhancing biodiversity, and incorporating Indigenous 
peoples’ land management practices, among others.  

Safety example:
• launch app (i.e. Salus) or clear process 

for reporting hazards, risks, and 
incidents

• implement Speak Up campaign to 
encourage reporting behaviour

Safety example:
• increase in the number of hazard 

reports submitted (this has tripled)
• increase in actions taken in response to 

hazard reports.

Sustainable procurement 
example: 
• number of grievances reported by 

supply chain and UNSW community 
• number and % of identified risks 

mitigated in our supply chains and 
operations.

Estate management 
(climate action) example: 
% of electricity supplied by renewables, 
investment holdings in fossil fuel 
companies, % of expenditure with 
low-carbon / sustainable suppliers.

Safety example:
• reduction in safety events 
• improvement in our safety maturity 

(yearly audit incl. collection of risk data 
and surveys).

Sustainable procurement example: 
reduction in the number of Australians and 
people globally living in modern slavery.

Estate management 
(climate action) example: 
reduction in UNSW’s total emissions and 
influencing emission reduction in the 
wider economy, leading to reduced 
climate impacts.

Sustainable procurement 
example: 
identify modern slavery and ESG risks in 
our supply chain and operations across 
geography and industry

Estate management 
(climate action) example: 
implement the Environmental 
Sustainability Plan

Governance
Governance through policies, incentives, tax transparency, eradication of corruption and fines for wrongdoing is an enabler of the above impact pathways.

How our engagement  can result 
in positive societal outcomes ImpactOutputs Outcome

Direct, short-term measures of 
activities completed or quantities 
produced.

Short-to-medium term uptake or 
adoption of outputs. 

Medium-to-long term
benefits or changes realised by 
end-user, & other stakeholders

Convening 
power 

Partnerships 
and network 

Human-centred 
design 

Facilitation of knowledge sharing and discourse 
between traditionally siloed or opposing actors, 
enabled by our trusted brand and position as a 
university.  

Collaboration with philanthropists, industry, universities 
and other partners to share resources, networks, 
expertise and insights and to achieve cost efficiencies 
through economies of scale.   

Engagement with implementers, and end-users or 
beneficiaries to understand their needs, aspirations 
and context to heighten the relevance of our 
research, program, solution or education. 

• number of events, forums, discussions 
and debates facilitated 

• engagement rates i.e. participation 
numbers 

• repeat engagement (for smaller, more 
curated conversations with politicians 
for example) 

• number and duration of partnerships  
• value of the contributions from each 

partner  
• number of repeat or renewed 

partnerships 

• rate of behaviour change, adoption or 
implementation of a solution or findings 
by the end-user  

• depth and duration of community 
engagement with the project

• a measure of ongoing brand trust 
• influence on decision making (leaders, 

policy makers, community influencers, 
thought leaders)  

• a measure of the benefits realized by 
each partner in the engagement 

• benefits realised by the end-user or 
beneficiary, and academic from being 
involved in the research, program, 
service or solution design 

• a measure of an activity that is a 
leading indicator for quality 
partnerships (i.e. the outcome) 

• the end-user, beneficiary or implementor 
is engaged in defining the problem and 
designing the approach, research or 
solution 

Advocacy 
& storytelling 

Tailored communication for each different audience 
to build awareness of and engagement with the 
benefits and potential of our work. 

• engagement with publicly available 
material (i.e. attendance numbers at 
events, >75% of article viewed, 
comments, likes and shares) 

• citations outside of academia 

• positive third-party media and/or 
public sentiment around select topics 
or themes 

• influence on decision making 
(leaders, policy makers, communities)

• number of public events held, news 
articles, interviews, podcasts, videos, or 
campaigns, among others 

Diagram 6: Example of operational impact pathways

Diagram 7: Example of engagement impact pathways

Diagram 7*: Example of how our engagement can result in positive societal outcomes and impact. The measures of output, outcome and impact are examples only.   
*Note that this diagram is indicative and is intended as an example only of engagement impact pathways. It is not final. 

Diagram 6*: Example of how our operation can result in positive societal outcomes and impact. The measures of output, outcome and impact are examples only. This has been informed by OECD, Measuring the 
Social Performance of Firms through the Lens of the OECD Well-being Framework, 2022, Policy Insights (OECD, 2022).  
*Note that this diagram is indicative and is intended as an example only of operational impact pathways. It is not final. 
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4.3 Examples of Societal Impact Focus Areas

Earlier we suggested that societal impact encompassed three broad 
categories; environmental sustainability and resilience, social cohesion, 
health and wellbeing and economic prosperity for all. The framework intends 
to define societal impact focus areas under these categories that will allow 
UNSW to concentrate our efforts and amplify our impact. In this section we 
will discuss why selecting impact focus areas is necessary, propose some 
examples in Table 2, and discuss how they fit into a thriving and diverse 
academic ecosystem. Then we will turn to the proposed criteria for selecting 
these focus areas and the principles for how they will be defined.  

How we have arrived at these examples of focus areas

These initial focus areas are informed by previous UNSW surveys, strategy 
preparations, and consultations and are subject to change. We have 
referenced qualitative data collected during other consultation processes 
and Faculty and Division strategy planning sessions. The QS and THE 
Impact Rankings against the UN Sustainable Development Goals and Project 
Symphony insights were key references, among others. While existing data has 
been a useful guide, our current measures of success do not adequately tell 
the full story. The consultation process is a critical data collection mechanism 
for understanding where UNSW excels and why. We will collectively debate, 
iterate and evolve this first draft as the Framework is developed.  

How focus areas fit into a diverse and thriving academic ecosystem

The impact focus areas will not be pursued at the exclusion of other areas. 
UNSW recognises that supporting the whole academic ecosystem is 
important to our ability to foresee and tackle complex societal needs as 
they evolve. This includes the value of discovery and knowledge creation in 
enabling us to anticipate and prevent future issues and unearth new solutions 
and opportunities.

The focus areas will attract a larger portion of the university’s resources and be 
used to engage external partnerships and resourcing. They will act as a focal 
point around which people can build connections with or direct their work. 
They will be defined broadly enough to require multidisciplinary contributions, 
while also being specific enough that we can measure our progress and evolve 
our approach. 

We recognise that while everything we do has a direct or indirect societal 
impact, it will not necessarily fall within a chosen focus area. Everyone from 
researchers, educators, and professional and technical staff, our students and 
extended community advances UNSW’s public contribution.

Example societal impact focus areas

The societal impact focus areas in the table below are examples presented for 
feedback and discussion during the consultation period in early 2024. We will 
need to prioritise for the final Framework as ten societal impact focus areas 
will not allow for the concentration of effort required to really magnify our 
impact on chosen issues.
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Table 2: Impact Focus Areas

Impact focus area Possible inclusions for each impact focus area (not exhaustive)

Lifelong learning  
and connection

Education design for developing the skills, knowledge, attributes and values for lifelong learning; collaboration and social 
connection, resilience in the face of failure, critical and creative problem solving, responsible and adaptive leadership, and 
social commentary and connection through the arts, culture and education as a method for humans to adapt and evolve.

Climate resilience  
and social adaptability

Measuring and responding to climate risk, resilient infrastructure, re-insurance, predicting and resilience to natural disasters, 
Indigenous land management, human behaviour in response to climate change, biodiversity loss (land and ocean), waste 
reduction and recycling.

Renewable energy  
and efficiency

Energy efficiency, renewable energy, energy transition (policy, infrastructure, behavioural), decarbonisation, energy storage and 
batteries, carbon trading.

Food and water sustainability Agri-Tech, land use, regenerative agricultural practices, lab-grown meat and meat alternatives, weather modelling, developing 
more resistant crop strains, human behaviour and sustainable consumption, water security and sanitation.

Security  
and stability

Cyber security, geo-political stability and diplomacy, migration and refugee security, nuclear, defence, security in urban 
environments, political violence, post-conflict stabilisation and reconstruction, transition to peaceful politics.

Health, wellbeing  
and aging

Health systems, equitable models of care, biomedical devices, viruses, preventative health, obesity, mental health and 
wellbeing, creative arts as therapy and rehabilitation, social connection and wellbeing and health.

Humanity and  
21st century tech

Quantum computing, artificial intelligence (advancement, ethics and biases, policy, impact on workforce and markets, etc), 
digital privacy and trust, space tech.

Equity and human rights Indigenous knowledge, culture, language and reconciliation, refugee and migrant protections, poverty, LGBTIQ+ inclusion, 
disability inclusion, affordable housing, workforce participation and accessibility.

Fair and sustainable 
economic prosperity

Tax policy, productivity, supporting innovation and entrepreneurship, governance and leadership models, economic growth, 
mentally healthy workplaces, decent work, strengthen our knowledge economy to broaden Australia’s industrial base, 
consumer protection without stifling innovation.

City communities  
and wellbeing

Mobility and accessibility, functional buildings, affordable housing, urban planning, public amenities and infrastructure, safety 
and participation, night-time economy, heat mitigation, community cohesion, aging population. 

Table 2*: These are examples of impact focus areas for feedback during the consultations.  
* Note that the terminology within this table is indicative and is not final.  
The final contents will be informed by the consultations and further research as the Societal Impact Framework progresses.  

Discussion Paper: UNSW’s Societal Impact Framework

14



Criteria for selecting focus areas

To identify where UNSW can amplify our impact, we will need clear criteria for selecting the focus areas. 
Considerations include (possibly with different weightings):

Table 3: Criteria for selecting the Impact Focus Areas

Criteria Inquiry questions

UNSW has unique capabilities to  
advance the issue or opportunity

What has enabled our impact historically? 

What capabilities will continue to serve us, and should be strengthened?

What capabilities are unique to UNSW? 

It is critically needed by Australia  
and the world

Reach: How many people are impacted?

Significance: How significant is the impact?

We can develop or acquire any  
new capabilities or resources to be 
 world leaders

Does UNSW have existing funds or assets that can be repurposed?

Who else is interested in solving these issues or creating these opportunities that have the funds or capabilities 
we need?

Table 3: Proposed criteria for selecting the impact focus areas.

The consultations are a critical data source to answer these questions. We will also leverage cross-sector research, existing data from Project Symphony (our 
branding initiative), reporting for the THE Impact Rankings, ARC Engagement and Impact data (2018), insights from our HR survey, and insights from existing 
strategy work from our Faculties and Divisions, among other sources. 

Principles for how the focus areas will be defined

The way the impact focus areas are categorised and defined will have implications for:

•	 the multidisciplinary collaboration it will enable (while still valuing world-class single discipline efforts), 

•	 how the impact for each focus area is measured, 

•	 how easily it can be aligned to other globally adopted categories for benchmarking (like the UN Sustainability Development Goals)

•	 attracting external partners and funding

•	 engaging our talented staff, students and alumni 

A proposed set of principles to guide their definition is proposed in Appendix B.

4.4 Examples from across Faculties and Divisions

Impact case studies from across the university are being collected and will progressively be published on the website unsw.edu.au/societal-impact to highlight 
a few examples. The consultations will be a critical source of data on where and how we have the greatest impact.
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4.5 Capabilities that enable UNSW’s impact

The consultations will play an important role in understanding which capabilities enable our societal impact and how, and which give us a unique advantage to 
amplify our impact in the future. We want to build on our existing strengths but where necessary will invest in developing new ones. 

To aid the discussion we have included a series of questions that will help consultation participants explore a range of possible capabilities.

•	 Distinct resources: Where have we accumulated distinctive expertise and skills that are hard to obtain or develop?

•	 Partnerships: What makes some of our partnerships more productive and impactful than others?

•	 Assets: What physical or digital assets enable our societal impact (equipment, facilities, data, systems)?

•	 Processes: Do we practice specific ways of working, methodologies, techniques or processes that give us an advantage in creating impact?

•	 Location: What locational advantages do we have access to (Sydney, Canberra and regional campuses)?

•	 Culture and values: Have we developed a unique and deeply engrained set of values and culture that give us an advantage?

•	 Brand: What are we externally recognised at being uniquely good at, and how does this help us?

4.6 Impact measurement and evaluation 

Measuring and evaluating societal outcomes and impacts at a University presents many challenges and opportunities. This Discussion Paper does not 
provide the answers, but rather outlines what we want to achieve, our approach, and acknowledges a few specific challenges. 

Historically we have counted and funded outputs (what and how much we produce) but not outcomes and impact (whether it’s making a difference, where 
and under what conditions). We need metrics that better capture our contribution to improving quality of life and wellbeing and the benefits and value of a 
healthy and sustainable environment, not just traditional measures of economic progress (Stiglitz et al., 2010). This will deepen our understanding of the 
interdependencies between the environment, our health, social cohesion and wellbeing, and our collective economic prosperity, and in turn improve how we 
tackle our most complex societal opportunities. 

However, before identifying what we want to measure, we must establish why we want to evaluate our societal impact. 

There are four objectives we want to fulfill:  

•	 Accountability to collective progress 

•	 understand the extent of our progress relative to our own internal targets, others’ impact and in relation to the size of the problem being addressed.

•	 Learn and improve

•	 Understand why some things work and others don’t and use those insights to improve.

•	 Allocation and efficiency

•	 Inform how best to allocate limited resources for greatest impact.

•	 Credibility and advocacy

•	 increase awareness of UNSW’s impact, and strength our credibility and people’s trust in us to make a real difference. 

•	 Advocate for approaches and solutions with robust evidence of long-term impact.

Our approach to developing impact measures and an evaluation approach

Establishing a set of impact metrics to aid evaluation will be a challenging task. The difficulty is accentuated by the diversity of UNSW’s expertise and 
complexity of the societal challenges we want to solve. 

To develop a reliable and relevant way of measuring and evaluating our societal impact we will:

•	 Research best practice across sectors

•	 Consult with subject matter experts nationally and globally

•	 Review current metrics and methods used across our diverse Faculties and Divisions

We will learn a significant amount from our first attempts at implementation and expect that further feedback, iterations and research will be required to 
improve the initial approach recommended in the final Societal Impact Framework. 

Challenges of impact measurement and evaluation

Measuring and evaluating societal outcomes and impacts is difficult. Societal impact is multi-dimensional and subject to multiple influences, the time-lag 
between the output and the outcomes and impact can be significant, and the administrative effort to collect and evaluate both qualitative and quantitative 
data needs to be considered, to name a few. More detail regarding these challenges can be found in Appendix C.

The effort and cost to overcome these challenges needs to be weighed against the benefits to UNSW, our partners and society of having reliable and 
informative societal impact measures and narratives. We will need to decide whether to:

•	 Accept the limitation, and knowingly make decisions from clearly stated assumptions and/or imperfect information.

•	 Invest in pioneering a new method or approach to overcome the current limitation when the benefits of doing so are significant.
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The Consultations

5.1 Purpose and positioning

The Societal Impact Framework consultations form one stream of a broader, university-wide engagement process to understand UNSW’s new strategic priorities 
beyond 2025. Our societal impact is central to our vision, and insights from these consultations will inform other parts of the strategy. This is why these 
consultations are commencing the process. 

Consultations will seek the ideas and perspectives of students, staff, and our extended community across our Sydney, Canberra and regional campuses,  
with dedicated Indigenous sessions. 

The consultations will provide:​

1.	 A genuine opportunity to influence strategic priorities, thinking and approach​.

2.	 An opportunity to reflect on our unique contributions, strengths and values​. 

3.	 A means of understanding the diversity of UNSW’s impact, and not just those captured in traditional measurement and reporting methods. 

4.	 An elevated voice for Indigenous staff, students, and extended community through dedicated sessions.

5.	 An assurance that UNSW values the diversity of ways in which we achieve societal impact, and that the focus areas will not be pursued at the exclusion 

of other forms of societal impact. 

5.2 Objectives and Questions

The consultation objectives and questions are outlined below. They will be tailored to each community group (staff, students, Indigenous peoples, government, 
industry and non-profit organisational partners, and alumni) but serve as a guide for what is intended.

Table 4: Consultation objectives and questions

Objectives Questions
Build awareness and understanding of the diversity of our societal impact, 
and how staff and students are already contributing, and can contribute to 
future momentum

This will be achieved through our communications strategy, collection of case 
studies and how we design the consultations.

Identify historic and current areas of greatest impact from across the 
University, and how they are impactful 

Where have you seen the best examples of societal impact across the 
university?

What was observed or measured that indicated impact was being achieved? 

Understand the strengths and critical success factors enabling UNSW’s 
societal contribution  

What enabled these examples of societal impact to happen? 

What are UNSW’s unique capabilities when it comes to achieving societal 
impact?

Identify untapped future opportunities for UNSW to have greatest impact Where should UNSW direct our societal impact efforts moving forward, based 
on what the world needs?

Understand what changes should be made to increase our societal  
impact in the future

What should UNSW do to increase our societal impact in the future?

Table 4: The Societal Impact Framework consultation objectives and questions.
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5.3 Reach 

To identify where we can make a meaningful difference (as part of the framework development) we need genuine collaboration – drawing from a multiplicity of 
voices, views and talents. 

This will be achieved through:

•	 27 workshops with staff, students, our extended community and Indigenous peoples in Sydney and Canberra 

•	 A further feedback session to review the draft Societal Impact Framework with

•	 The Advisory Group, and 

•	 Indigenous staff, students and broader community

•	 Webform to share ideas asynchronously, for those who can’t attend a workshop

5.4 Consultation Approach

There are four key pillars underpinning our consultation approach. These are:

•	 A whole of university, opt-in approach

•	 We’ll be intentional in reaching out to people in a range of roles that are strategically relevant to the questions – both academic and professional and 
technical staff, students, alumni and our external stakeholders. 

•	 We will also open registration for people to self-select and opt-in. 

•	 Ensuring diversity across disciplines, gender, ethnicity, and professional level is a key consideration when finalising consultation participants. 

•	 For those who can’t attend there will be a webform to share ideas and feedback.

•	 An Appreciative Inquiry method – a model that seeks to engage stakeholders in self-determined change. This approach is beneficial because it:

•	 Aligns with best practice advocated by Engagement Australia and Carnegie Community Engagement Classification, and

•	 Helps groups identify areas of common ground across complex systems and issues, with the broad aim of mobilising organisational change through a 
shared vision.

•	 Multidisciplinary discussion

•	 Combining professional, technical and academic staff from different Faculties and Divisions will help build understanding of UNSW’s societal impact and 
reflect the multidisciplinary nature of the grand challenges we’ll be aspiring to tackle.

•	 Dedicated Indigenous sessions

•	 These will be held for staff, students and our extended community. 

•	 We will co-design these with Indigenous staff from Nura Gili and DVC Indigenous

•	 Dedicated sessions with our Indigenous peoples from our stakeholder community for feedback on the draft SIF. 

5.5 Timelines

The table below outlines the key consultation dates and when deliverables are expected to be completed. 

Table 5: Timeline of consultations and deliverables

Activity or deliverable Dates Comments

Consultations 5th February to 
March 2024

Exact dates will be published on the website and circulated  
by early December

Webform to share ideas available February to  
March 2024

Open to all staff, students and our extended community

Draft Societal Impact Framework available May 2024

Feedback sessions to review the SIF draft May 2024 This will include dedicated Indigenous sessions,  
and an Advisory Group review

Final Societal Impact Framework July 2024

Table 5: Estimated dates for consultations and deliverables. These are subject to change.
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Appendices

Appendix A – Definitions of Societal Impact

Source Definition of Societal Impact of Research

The UK Research Excellence 
Framework, 2019

“For the purposes of the REF, impact is defined as an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public 
policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life, beyond academia.” 

Australian Research Council

(ARC)

“The demonstrable contribution that research makes to the economy, society, culture, national security, public policy or 
services, health, the environment, or quality of life, beyond contributions to academia.”

National Health and Medical 
Research Council (NHMRC)

“The verifiable outcomes that research makes to knowledge, health, the economy and/or society. Impact is the effect of the 
research after it has been adopted, adapted for use, or used to inform further research”

Table 6: Examples of other societal impact definitions.

Appendix B – How the focus areas will be defined 

The way the impact focus areas are categorised and defined will have implications for the multi-disciplinary collaboration it will enable, how impact is defined 
and measured, and how easily it can be aligned to other globally adopted categories such as the UN Sustainability Development Goals. 

The below principles will guide our approach to defining these focus areas: 

•	 Be broad enough to allow for a multi-disciplinary approach to solving across Faculties and Divisions.

•	 Be narrow enough that we can describe and measure the impact we aspire to have 

•	 Avoid assuming the solution and rather ensure the name reflects the desired impact or problem to solve

•	 Map to common, global frameworks like the UN Sustainability Development Goals for ease of reporting, discussion and collaboration with external parties

•	 Engage and inspire staff, students and external stakeholders through clarity, relevance, and a demonstrated understanding of the crux of the issue to  
be solved 

•	 Distinguishable in the market and reflective of a distinctive UNSW lens

•	 Designed to complement UNSW’s strengths and enable a coherent strategy to be built around them 
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Appendix C – Acknowledging the key impact measurement and evaluation challenges for UNSW

Below are some of the key impact measurement and evaluation challenges (more will be identified as we continue to build the Framework):

1.	 Societal outcomes and impact are multi-dimensional, making causation and attribution hard to verify. Societal outcomes are always attributable 

to multiple forces and influences. Consequently, verified causal links from one author, piece of work or output to societal outcomes and impact are 

frequently difficult to measure (causality). The portion of the outcome or impact can also be hard to attribute to a specific input, activity or output 

(attribution). Instead, we should focus on ‘contribution’ and acknowledge that progress on societal issues requires multiple parts of the system to 

change and encourage the collaborative effort of many. 

2.	 Critical benefits that may accumulate in the longer-term can be overlooked for easier to capture shorter-term proximate outcomes. The lag between 

research and education, and their impact can be several years. Premature assessment may result in resource allocation decisions or policies focused on 

short-term impacts only. We must consider the time window covered by our data collection and the likelihood of important benefits being realised later 

and whether it’s possible to capture it.  

3.	 Aggregating and evaluating impact across multi-disciplinary programs of work, not just an individual project level. For UNSW to understand where it 

is accumulatively achieving positive change and where progress is stifled, we need to strive for an impact measurement and evaluation approach that 

scales across disciplines and functions with metrics that everyone can contribute to. This will require consistency and transparency in the assumptions 

we make and approach we take. A critical question becomes; to what degree can we achieve shared measures of success (per societal impact focus 

area) that all disciplines and functions can contribute towards, versus a more de-centralised approach supported by a guide to best practice?

4.	 Minimising the administrative burden of data collection, analysis and evaluation. We are likely to introduce new measures as UNSW’s current reporting 

does not adequately capture our diverse societal impact. The additional effort required will not be ignored and we will need to ensure any changes are 

supported by adequate resourcing, clear responsibilities, improvements to technology, workflows, and processes. 

5.	 There are few shared measurements across the university sector that adequately capture true societal impact and allow for comparability. This is both 

a challenge and an opportunity. We should identify existing, comparable benchmarking data for measuring the societal impact of universities, however 

where we see an opportunity to improve accuracy of these indicators we can seek to set new benchmarking standards in collaboration with local and 

global University,  industry, and government partners. 
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