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Abstract
Researching with methodologies focused on social impact in line with the SDGs is one of the priority orientations of the
Horizon Europe program, as shown in the official European Commission document on impacts for this program. In this sense,
researchers must forecast how their project will improve citizens’ lives. Until now, many investigations showed the evaluation of
the social impact through knowledge transfer activities that, although undoubtedly important, are not enough since the social
impact is defined as the improvements derived from using the knowledge transferred to society. The search for the social impact
of new research requires the introduction of impact indicators from the design, throughout the project development, and when
the project ends. The introduction of indicators, in particular if they are decided in dialogue with the participants, allows not only
to foresee a greater social impact but also to improve and adjust the methodology to be used. We explore this aspect in the
context of research with social impact that starts from how the COVID-19 pandemic is increasing the inequalities suffered by
the Roma population, causing the aggravation and creation of new problems and needs. Thus, we explain in detail how the
selection of indicators that monitor the social impact, in dialogue with the Roma population, allows the design of research
projects that are more appropriate to the current context.
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Introduction

The European Union has funded research in the Social Sci-
ences and Humanities (SSH) in different ways, primarily
through the EU Research and Innovation Framework Program
(hereinafter, FP), initiated in 1983 and currently in the ninth
edition. However, its effectiveness has been questioned and at
the same time, many researchers have expressed concerns
about the risk of decrease in SSH European funding. For
example, the ‘European Alliance for Social Sciences and
Humanities’ sent an open letter to the European Commission
showing its concern in this regard (European Alliance for
Social Sciences and Humanities, 2011). The argument is that,
being SSH research funded with public funds, the aim is to
guarantee that this investment is adequate, increasing the sci-
entific competitiveness and excellence, the creation of wealth,

productivity and social welfare (Reale et al., 2018), which
requires measuring its quality and suitability.

Regarding suitability, different authors have demonstrated
how SSH research can contribute to solving problems (Flecha
et al., 2015). Some examples are the challenges of the Eu-
ropean Commission on H2020 and Horizon Europe or the
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Sustainable Development Goals, adopted in 2015 by the
United Nations. As König points out ‘Obviously, science –

and new scientific knowledge – is key to understanding those
problems, to alleviating them and also to preparing for po-
tential fallouts. At the same time, this added a new layer to the
ambitions of research funding policy. It has also renewed the
quest to increase cooperation between different fields of
science and scholarship, and has reinforced the growing de-
mand for “impact”’ (2019, p. 4).

Until the mid-2000s, research was measured in terms of
excellence, and the focus has broadened in recent years. There
is talk of impact in several senses: scientific advances that are
likely to stimulate knowledge production, political impact
(possibility of providing solutions to perennial policy prob-
lems) and social impact (creating interventions to improve
societal challenges) (Moore et al., 2017; Reale et al., 2018).
The European Commission in the Interim Evaluation of
Horizon 2020 also identifies three types of impact: scientific
(create and disseminate high-quality new knowledge, skills,
technologies and solutions to global challenges), economic
(foster all forms of innovation, including breakthrough in-
novation and strengthening market deployment of innovative
solutions) and societal (strengthen the impact of research and
innovation in developing, supporting and implementing Eu-
ropean Union policies and support the uptake of innovative
solutions in industry and society to address global challenges)
(Bruno & Kadunc, 2019).

Flecha advances knowledge in the field leading research in
social impact and distinguishing between scientific impact,
dissemination, political impact and social impact. The latter is
the result of successfully achieving the three previous stages.
Thus, ‘the social impact of research occurs when the published
and disseminated results, which have been transferred to a
policy or an initiative led by NGOs, produce improvements in
relation to the stated objectives of society’ (Reale, et al., 2018,
p. 300).

To address the orientation of research, we identify a similar
distinction. For example, Kastrinos (2010) in the analysis of
two FP calls identifies that there were more projects focused
on dissemination than those projects fulfilling a mission or
objective as indicated in the call priorities. The H2020 Eu-
ropean Framework Programme (2014–2020) measured the
impact of projects considering the publications, patents and
intellectual property, mobility of researchers, etc. but the ninth
edition of the FP, Horizon Europe, includes an approach that
moves from the project results in publications to the impact
trajectory in social impact. Therefore, the approach is to in-
clude key indicators classified according to key impact
pathways, which allows tracking the impact through short,
medium and long term indicators to obtain more accurate
advancements over time (European Commission, 2018).

There is still discussion to define social impact. Although
there is an agreement that this is the positive influence that
research has on society, there are still doubts about how we
understand the term ‘social’ and how we measure the related

impact, that is, how we measure the improvements in society.
Some authors refer that the impact can also be negative, which
they call Grimpact (Derrick et al., 2018). However, social
impact refers only to those positive results obtained from using
the findings and contributions of a research project (Pulido
et al., 2018).

This shift in research evaluation has also implied changes
in the FP. Specifically, concerning H2020, it was raised that all
projects include a social impact forecast ex-ante, during the
project and after its implementation. This approach was
needed for all projects that intended to be evaluated and
funded by the FP, among other aspects. This approach has led
to essential changes in how these projects are designed and
developed. Focussing on the strategies that have already been
successful in enabling projects to achieve social impact, the
work of Aiello et al. (2020) highlights the following strategies:
articulating from the beginning of a project the objective of
realizing the social impact and a strategy to do so; meaningful
stakeholder involvement throughout the project lifespan; use
of previous contact networks in order to build up collabora-
tions; coordination between the research activity and stake-
holders’ activity during the projects’ duration; dissemination
activities showing useful evidence and promoting public
debate; the achievement of political impact as a way to realize
the subsequent social impact. All these strategies involve in
different ways the explicit pursuit of achieving impact and the
relevance to include interactions with the different partici-
pants. In this framework, we contextualize our research about
the Roma community.

This work discusses with five researchers how including
social impact indicators have changed their research meth-
odology. In SSH and other disciplines, it is common to use
scientific indicators to measure scientific impact of research
through the use of altmetrics, among others. With regards the
social impact (concrete improvements for society resulting
from the research results), recent advancements develop in-
dicators to measure the social impact of research (European
Commission, 2018). Thus, the definition of a social impact
indicator implies the measurement of the social impact of the
research results, which can be achieved in a short, medium or
long term basis. Thus, we explain how incorporating social
impact indicators, mostly when these are decided in dialogue
with the Roma population, implies changing the methodology
in three specific aspects. First, a better understanding of the
study problem; second, a modification of the selection of
social impact indicators and third, the contextualization of the
indicators in the methodological design.

Indicators and Social Impact in
SSH Research

The European Commission’s expert report ‘Monitoring the
Impact of EU Framework Programmes’ includes three impact
categories for research: scientific, societal and economic, in
which Flecha develops the societal impact. According to the

2 International Journal of Qualitative Methods



author, the social impact is different from the transfer and
dissemination of results, specifically, it is a later stage and
involves improvements derived from the use of the knowledge
transferred to society (European Commission, 2018). Fur-
thermore, in the report Flecha defines the social and political
impact indicators for all sciences that informed the European
Commission proposal for the monitoring and evaluation system
of Horizon Europe for research and innovation 2021–2027.

While FP required to researchers to include in their meth-
odology indicators that allow measuring dissemination and
transfer, it is now necessary to include social impact indicators.
This is a challenge for researchers. For instance, Godin and
Doré (2005) pointed out that ‘systematic measurements and
indicators on impact on the social, cultural, political, and
organizational dimensions are almost totally absent from the
literature’ (p.5). How to measure social impact and which
indicators are more suitable is a recent discussion in SSH.
However, it is already present in areas such as technology,
agriculture or environment, where we can highlight projects
that tried to create indicators to measure social impact such as
the Assessments of the impacts of the Advanced Technology
Program (ATP) (Ruegg & Feller, 2003), the Socio-Economic
Analysis of the Impacts of Public Agricultural Research
(ASIRPA) (Joly et al., 2015), or the Social Impact Assessment
Method for research and funding instruments through the
study of Productive Interactions (SIAMPI) (Molas-Gallart &
Tang, 2011; Soler & Gómez, 2020). The Research Excellence
Framework-REF (Higher Education Funding Council for
England, 2011) of the United Kingdom was the first national
system that includes the measurement of societal impact among
the selection criteria for funding research. In the REF system, the
assessment of social impact of research is developed through
outputs or case studies. Greenhalgh et al. (2016) have identified
up to 20 models of social impact on health research. Bornmann
(2013) identified more than 60 impact indicators. This fact is
justified because the definition of social impact, or ‘the broader
impacts’, is still engaging academic debates and includes eco-
nomic, cultural, political, environmental, or health impact.

The advancements in the definition of social impact does
not imply less need to demonstrate its achievement. Wilsdon
et al. (2015) mention that ‘research has a societal impact when
auditable or recorded influence is achieved upon non-academic
organization (s) or actor(s) in a sector outside the university
sector itself – for instance, by being used by one or more
business corporations, government bodies, civil society orga-
nizations, media or specialist/professional media organizations
or in public debate’. As in the case of academic impact, societal
impact needs to be demonstrated rather than assumed. In fact,
“Evidence of external impact can take the form of references to,
citations of or discussion of a person, their work or research
results” (Wilsdon et al., 2015, p.6). The timing required to
evaluate the social impact is another problem for researchers, as
well as selecting appropriate indicators (De Jong et al., 2014).

Regarding measurements, for some authors, case studies
are the most accepted methodologies when evaluating the

social impact since they allow a better adaptation to the
complexity of the different research and contexts. However,
they are not exempt of criticism. They have been described as
not very objective since they only report successful cases,
which are very expensive and not comparable if they are not
based on the same indicators (Bell et al., 2011; Godin & Doré,
2005).

A relatively recent approach uses computer systems to track
the impact of research, for example, ‘Dimensions’, ‘Research-
Fish’ or ‘VV-Impact Tracker’. These systems include alter-
native metrics tools (altmetrics) to measure societal impact
(Priem et al., 2012; Robinson-Garcia et al., 2018). Altmetrics
are usually based on activity on social media platforms, which
relates to scholars or scholarly content. Typical examples of
altmetrics include tweets, mentions in blog posts, readership
counts on Mendeley, posts, likes and shares on social networks
such as Facebook and Google Plus, and recommendations and
ratings on F1000. However, altmetrics also comprise mentions
in mainstream media or policy documents, as well as usage
metrics such as full-text views and downloads, although these
have been available long before the concept of altmetrics was
introduced (Work et al., 2015, p.11). These indicators are char-
acterized by generating data that might be automatically collected
by computer programs (Wilsdon et al., 2015).However, altmetrics,
or social networks in general, also has detractors when mea-
suring social impact. For example, Haustein (2016) points out
that there is no evidence that social networks indicate social
impact. People talking in social networks about a research
contribution does not imply that citizens talks about it, as it may
be the scientific community in amore informal context. Bornmann
and Haunschild (2017) refer to the fact that these new indicators
are not related to research quality. When comparing the use of
altmetrics with the use of peer-reviewed case-studies to assess
social impact, recent research (Bornmann et al., 2019) con-
cludes, that both measures ‘provide no support for the use of
altmetrics to replace or even inform peer review in impact
evaluation’ (Bornmann et al., 2019, p. 335). In the context of
the social media, it is also important to highlight the social
impact in social media methodology (Pulido et al., 2018), which
is being replicated in different fields of knowledge.

Concerning the new types of data due to social networks and
Internet of Things, new ways of analysing them to measure
social impact emerge (Gupta et al., 2018). However, these
analyses are based on existing data and some research suggests
that to measure the social impact, it may be of interest to create
specific indicators in consensus with stakeholders about the
ones to be used. For example, in the case of biomedical sci-
ences, the survey-based ‘best-worst scaling’ (BWS)method can
be highlighted. In thismethod, participants are asked to evaluate
the relevance for them of different types of impacts of the
research. This research shows that ‘the general public and
researchers value research impacts in different ways. However,
it is also the case that when the two groups are in agreement, this
is generally about matters that are seemingly more important
and associated with wider social benefit (eg, life expectancy,
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cost of healthcare, job creation)’ (Pollitt et al., 2016, p.11). In
this vein, it is interesting to use this ex-ante agreement to
define the research impact that society wants. Although this
factor is still a scarcely studied area, we will go deeper in this
contribution.

Addressing the Inequalities Faced by the
Roma Community with Social
Impact Indicators

In many cases, research and interventions with the Roma
community have focused on describing the population, using
simplistic indicators that have not delved into the problem, nor
found answers or solutions. This situation has contributed to
perpetuate the exclusion of this community in various areas
and countries, which is a significant concern at the European
level. Thus, the report ‘A persisting concern: anti-gypsyism as
a barrier to Roma inclusion’ (2018), elaborated by the Eu-
ropean Union Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) shows the
situation of inequality and exclusion that the Roma people live
in Europe with five axes: discrimination, harassment and hate
crimes; education; poverty; occupation and health (European
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2018).

In all these areas, the exclusion of the Roma community is
evident. For example, in education, the report states that in
Europe, 48% of upper secondary school-age children do not
attend school, and this percentage rises to 95% among young
people of post-secondary or tertiary school age. There is also a
higher dropout rate and school segregation in some countries.
Despite having improved in recent years, this situation in-
fluences the Roma community to access the labour market on
an equal opportunity basis. In particular, the rate of paid
employment is much lower for Roma people aged 20–64 with
43% compared to 70% of the European average in 2015.
Likewise, there are significant differences for young people
with 63% of young people between 16 and 24 years who do
not work or study compared to the European average of 12%.

The inequalities faced by the Roma are evident in the light
of these data and have increased with COVID-19 (Arza Porras
et al., 2020). All this points to the need not only to research on
the Roma community, considering also the cultural diversity
in research (Erden-Basaran, 2021; Islam, 2020) but also to
achieve the social impact of research (Parthenis & Fragoulis,
2020; Pulido et al., 2020). Therefore, it is essential to ensure
that all research undertaken is a conscious search for social
impact, for the community’s improvement as, in social sciences,
social improvement is amplified through an active approach and
strategy of searching impact (Aiello et al., 2020; Khalfaoui
et al., 2020; Matulič-Domadzič et al., 2020). To this end, it is
necessary to include social impact indicators in the research
design since, in this way, all the research will be oriented to-
wards achieving community improvement. Thus, at the same
time, research with social impact will mean improving and
adjusting the methodology to the needs of the Roma population
and overcoming the inequalities suffered by this group.

Methodology

This study explores how the inclusion of social impact indi-
cators in the research design promotes the achievement of social
impact. With this aim, we conducted five semi-structured in-
terviews with researchers who worked with the Roma com-
munity and had achieved social impact. The guiding research
question focused on the potential benefits of designing the
indicators of social impact jointly with the Roma, with concrete
questions about the differences between preparing research
proposals considering or not the social impact, or to what
extend can the target population contribute to the design of a
research project. Furthermore, the questions raised during the
semi-structured interviews included aspects such as how the
Roma participants explained the improvements of their situa-
tion resulting from research.

The study used a purposeful sample as a strategy to select
the researchers in the European context for having demonstrated
to achieve social impact with the Roma community in their
leadership and participation in projects, national or interna-
tional, with results improving participants’ lives. This was the
unifying criteria for all the selected researchers. Specifically, we
reviewed research projects demonstrating social impact focused
on Roma, to finally select researchers that have participated in
total in 20 research projects funded by the FP of the European
Commission and/or in 15 projects of national scope in Europe.

The participants age ranged from 27 to 50 years old (4
woman and 1 man) and they were contacted by email to share
the aim of the study and inviting them to take part in an online
semi-structured interview. All participants accepted and the
semi-structured interviews were done using zoom (1) or
google meets (4) during 2020 and the beginning of 2021,
lasting between 15 and 40 minutes each. All the participants
had the opportunity to provide additional information via
email if they considered it appropriate. One of the partici-
pants did so by providing documentation.

The semi-structured interviews were recorded and analysed
inductively, with the following key dimensions emerging from
the data: (1) definition of the problem (2) co-creation of in-
dicators and, (3) the need to contextualize these indicators. All
the data was anonymized.

The study received the ethical approval of CREA Ethical
Committee with reference number 20210111.

Results

From the analysis of the semi-structured interviews, three
specific aspects emerge about how adding social impact in-
dicators in the design of the methodology modifies the research
methodology: (1) definition of the problem, (2) co-creation of
indicators and (3) the need to contextualize these indicators. It is
important to consider the role of egalitarian dialogue between
researchers and participants in the identified aspects. In this
vein, the inclusion of the voices of Roma people based on an
egalitarian dialogue provides them a role in creating knowledge
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from their experiences. As a result, the researchers reshape their
previous assumptions to expand their academic knowledge.
The contributions that participants and researchers bring to the
discussion are not valued depending on the position of power of
the speaker, as validity resides in the arguments and the dialogic
process beyond the academic status (Gómez et al., 2010).

Deeper Understanding of the Problem

In all the semi-structured interviews, the researchers explain
this aspect because through dialogue with the people to whom
the project is addressed, researchers achieve a better under-
standing of the problem. One of the researchers states that

‘Having the Roma in the project before even designing it allow to
define and understand the problem better’ (R2).

Having a better knowledge of reality allows researchers to orient
the investigation on those aspects that can improve the reality and
contribute to solving the problems that the Roma community has.

‘In the research where all the research has been built in dialogue,
besides having more possibilities to achieve that impact, it is not
sure, but it increases the possibilities that there has been this
impact, what you have clear is that what you are researching is
socially relevant’ (R4).

In this example, the researcher shows that when dialoguing
with the community, the research team ensures that they are
researching socially important issues for the Roma community.
Consequently, when the community is aware of the research
and how to contribute, the possibility to achieve social impact
increases. In this way, we can avoid doing research that is only
relevant from a scientific point of view, avoiding bias derived
from research only based on data and scientific knowledge and
not on the knowledge provided by the Roma community.

The case of gender violence research in Roma women is an
example of how researchers have a better understanding of the
situation through dialogue with Roma women. In this vein,
one interviewee referred to a research project focused on
gender violence within the Roma community. If researchers
consider only official data instead of expanding the knowledge
with the community, it could lead them to assume that gender
violence does not exist in this community. However, through
the inclusion of the knowledge of Roma women, researchers
identified that the Roma population is not accessing formal
help and support mechanisms for victims. If we consider only
the women who receive help and support as indicator, the
information will be very limited. Instead, the involvement of
the community from the beginning of the research has allowed
researchers to know better the problem and thus, define more
accurately the project objectives.

‘Many times, Roma women are, not many, but they are in those
formal assistance mechanisms, what happens is that they do not

say so. So, how can we detect the assistance strategies that they
already have and, at the same time, generate protocols so that at
the same time the public administration can learn from what the
community itself is already doing? The methodological innova-
tion of the project has been to work with the community’ (R2).

Finally, one of the interviewees refers to the importance of
really want to know the problem and the community even
before starting to collect the data. This implies that having a
prior dialogue with the community allows the overcoming of
barriers to access to data collection, influencing the proper
development of the project.

‘For example, how to reach the Roma people to know the reality in
which they are living has been easier for us, for example, to enter
the schools, or to interview the families, to have dialogues with
them when there had been a decision and mutual knowledge and
dialogue before the collection of data of these social impact in-
dicators. This has allowed us to overcome barriers or limitations
that can occur in other research when there is no such previous
dialogue’ (R3).

To sum up, incorporating the Roma population from the
beginning of the research process allow researchers to better
understand the problem, which in turn influences the aim of
the research and, therefore, the indicators to be selected.

Co-creation of Impact Indicators in the
Methodological Design

Once we know better the reality that we are studying and we
are able to define the objectives and the impacts to achieve, we
should select the indicators that will allow us to monitor
whether we are on the right track to achieve the social impact
throughout the project.

The adequate selection of indicators is crucial, as they
influence all the research and guide the investigation process.

‘Introducing these indicators, can be in both quantitative and
qualitative instruments when we design the instruments them-
selves, these indicators will mark us. In this context, we collected
data through an online questionnaire and, in the interview scripts,
the sections that we elaborated were thought out, and the search
for information was designed and organized based on those in-
dicators. If we had eight indicators, we tried to have all of them in
each one of the instruments, that is why it is fundamental, it guides
you in the research process’ (R3).

The inclusion of the Roma community from the beginning
of the research is not only addressed to know more about the
Roma, but also to include this community in the relevant de-
cisions of the research project, facilitating to take join decisions.
This aspect is especially relevant when addressing the indicators
since it is the element that allows researchers to guarantee impact.
When deciding jointly the impact indicators, researchers also
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get a deeper knowledge and can modify their methodologies
accordingly.

‘To incorporate social impact indicators from the design [...] for
example: reducing school dropouts, or increasing academic re-
sults, or reducing absenteeism, [...] so that they really lead us to
achieve that impact it is fundamental to have put them in
agreement with the participants from the beginning of the re-
search, which is, in this case, the Roma population. Talking about
these indicators with them allows us to have a better knowledge of
the reality they live and to judge and revise our methodologies
according to that reality’ (R3)

Furthermore, another interviewee refers to the importance
of having an orientation towards the search for social impact
from the beginning of the project design. First, as we have
pointed out, the understanding of the problem is crucial, as
well as the knowledge about what the community needs at the
specific moment of implementing the project and what the
research can contribute to. Second, the inclusion of the in-
dicators in the project conceptualization itself is also a key
element.

‘The indicators themselves, not the indicators per se but to include
them in the development of the project, and somehow using,
putting inside a tool that will allow that project to have an impact.
The impact will not come just because, but because in the very
conceptualization you foresee, you already want to make that
project have an impact, there is a will there. And you do this with
concrete things such as indicators’ (R6).

Another fundamental aspect is that these indicators should
be focused on the research objective. In this line, social impact
improves the research to solving the problem that we define
with the Roma community.

‘It is not only about taking into account your expertise and looking
for indicators of that place, that is if I want to have a social impact,
but it is also the same if my line is economics or anthropology, it is
about looking for indicators and analyzing what will really im-
prove the situation’ (R4).

By selecting indicators for social impact, the information
that would not appear in the dominant discourse emerges and
can be captured by the researchers. For example, concerning
education, one researcher refers to the context in which the
pandemic started and how schools that encouraged family
participation could organize themselves more quickly to
provide tablets to their students, including Roma, allowing
them to follow the lessons.

‘students will continue to receive the teaching-learning process
we can identify in that way, because we have gone to look for what
forms of organization, in this case, the school context, could
facilitate reducing the potential negative impact it could have and

on the contrary, obtain some positive impacts that would not
appear in the dominant discourse’ (R3).

The selection of indicators according to the problem that
we have been previously defined with the Roma community is
not enough. The community itself can also participate in the
selection, as they can bring ideas about the impact indicators
that will enrich the process and results. In this vein, it is
convenient to include their ideas on the basis of dialogue to
support the overcoming of power relations. Furthermore, this
will allow the creation of new indicators based on the Roma
community participation.

Studies with the Roma community ‘are very focused on the
problem, but not very focused on the solution. Many Roma
families, and through the communicative methodology is what we
see, is that when a person has a problem, they also have ideas of
how it could be overcome. Collecting these ideas could be the
germ of these social impact indicators because it would be the
solution. To achieve social impact would be to overcome these
problems. You can already include in these indicators the ideas the
community has about how to overcome this problem. For ex-
ample, in the case of all the hoaxes that have come out about the
Roma community during the pandemic, an indicator of social
impact could be what images or results have obtained that
transform this image and show that it is false’ (R5).

Research with social impact implies the identification of
evidence and contributions that overcome scientific fakes or
hoaxes, in which, for example, the Roma community can be
wrongly associated to a lack of interest in education. The
introduction of indicators agreed upon with the participants in
the methodological design implies focussing the object of
study on this search. This will improve the Roma community
academic results if the evidence is applied. Thus, one of the
researchers explains:

‘If you involve the Roma community from the beginning, and
with them, you define these indicators... It is a way that all the data
and everything that you are collecting, and you are analyzing
methodologically, also provide you with some data that will allow
you to dismantle all the anti-gypsyism and racism that exists, that
there was a lot during the pandemic. Often, the Roma community
has even been considered guilty of spreading the virus, which
occurred in La Rioja, and other episodes. Similarly, possible
indicators would be how stereotypes and social images are im-
proved or how they can be overcome. If these indicators were
discussed in agreement with the Roma community, this would
make the methodological design more limited and more aimed at
collecting evidence to show that these stereotypes are false and,
therefore, meet the objective of social impact’ (R5).

It is not important if the indicator is quantitative or qual-
itative, the important aspect is that selecting jointly with the
involvement of citizens, researchers will be closer to achieving
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social impact, and reaching it through the methodology, im-
plying an improvement of research

‘It is not that social impact can only be achieved with one type of
methodology, as each social impact, each type of impact, will have
its appropriate methodologies but, whether it is quantitative,
qualitative or mixed, it will be much more socially relevant and
more likely to be achieved if there is this citizen participation. In
fact, in the “Monitoring” document on how Horizon Europe’s
social impacts will be measured [...] one of the pillars is citizen
participation [...] because it is considered that to the extent that
you include this dialogue, you are more likely to achieve social
impact. This process cannot be separated from the methodology
because it is the path that will lead you to this social impact and
having these indicators, a priori discussed, will undoubtedly
improve the methodology’ (R5).

In this way, the selection of the indicators is also modified
through the citizen’s participation as we first select indi-
cators about a problem jointly decided and second, we
incorporate the community into the selection and creation
of indicators.

Contextualization of the Indicators

Finally, assuming that the indicators have been co-created with
the community, it seems coherent to understand that their
orientations will contribute to achieving improvements for
society, which is the research objective with social impact. In
this vein, an aspect appearing in the semi-structured interviews
is that research oriented towards social impact cannot select
merely descriptive indicators since we would obtain a limited
vision of the reality. It is necessary to analyse the indicators in
a context. For example, as one of the researchers explains,
analysing the school absenteeism of Roma students during
COVID-19 can be done with the attendance indicator, but it
will only provide a biased vision without social impact. When
analysing and looking for social impact, a broader context is
taken into account and not only the fixed indicator.

‘With the theme of the COVID, school failure, absenteeism, from
the official institutions has made a more abstract analysis of
whether there is absenteeism or not, and that is it. [...] Talking to
the (Roma) families there was a great fear. Suddenly, they would
all go to school together because they wanted to see what impact
that had. If you want to research educational success and reduction
of absenteeism, not only on whether they go or not, (you have to
take into account) at what moment this is happening and that the
reasons can be very diverse, not only that “it’s a Roma community
and that is it”. They were analyzed as saying “as they are Roma, it
is normal that there is absenteeism”. We have to introduce other
elements that help avoid absenteeism, for example, the school
decided, that first month, to give a little more dialogue, (work)
more from a distance. If the investigations this aspect is taken into
account, because what you want is the educational improvement

and the decrease of the absenteeism, you have to go with a wider
data analysis’ (R4).

In another moment of an interview, a researcher mentions
this aspect, pointing out that incorporating social impact in-
dicators requires considering aspects that otherwise research
would not have. Besides, those indicators are challenging to
know without the community’s participation. This aspect is
closely related to the more excellent knowledge of the problem
achieved by discussing the indicators.

‘When we design the research, the fact of incorporating social
impact indicators that improve the reality of the community we
work with, if what we want is that they improve their lives or that
their situation improves, we take into account aspects that oth-
erwise we would not have, which would only be more descriptive.
But to know those aspects that sometimes you don’t control, you
have to talk to them’ (R4).

When investigating looking for the social impact, we do not
pay attention only to the first indicator, which would be the
lack of attendance of the Roma community at school. When
talking with the Roma, when dialoguing, we see how this
absence is justified by a fear of contagion and furthermore, this
fear can be overcome. The social impact leads us to focus on
how this fear can be overcome with reduced absenteeism and
not on the first data of high absenteeism.

Similarly, we need to adjust our methodology to the needs
of each moment. In order to obtain better chances to achieve
social impact, in addition to including the Roma population,
these voices must be diverse, from different fields, contexts
and disciplines. This aspect will contribute to capture the
multi-faceted nature of the problem and the moment when it
occurs. All this allows us to adjust the methodology in our
design to achieve social impact in diverse moments.

‘When the [COVID19] vaccine arrives, the challenge will be to
vaccinate everyone and to communicate the relevance it has on the
Roma population, which will generate an effort that has to be
interdisciplinary. Moreover, if we do not see it from the per-
spective of social impact, we do not (see it). On the other hand, the
question is to really adjust the methodology to the needs of each
moment. To be able to capture what is needed at that moment’
(R2).

Another fundamental aspect is that researchers should
assess them slightly differently because the goal in terms of the
indicators is to show whether they are on the correct way to
achieving social impact.

‘In the FP7 project, it was one of the things that said all the
benefits, that from the beginning of the research design, there is
that goal of social impact. It has to be defined from the beginning
and this orientation of the research conditions all the methodo-
logical steps you take. How do you collect the data, how do you
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analyze, within the data collected, what information you priori-
tize, what is most useful for you to get those indicators to show
you that there has been or that there can be a potential social
impact’ (R3).

Finally, a relevant aspect is how the methodology itself
leaves a mark on the participants and how it is a potential
impact. Therefore, the use of methodologies that involve the
participants is an opportunity to achieve social impact on the
research process itself.

‘These indicators [of social impact decided with the community]
are not only important but also necessary and offer a potential that
has not yet been explored because it is very incipient. But it allows
us not to miss the opportunity to optimize the potential impact of
the methodology, which we know that leaves a mark and impacts
the participants. That this impact is not random, based on any
intervention, without thinking, but designed and elaborated from
that look, from those indicators that offer an enormous potential of
improvement from the beginning’ (R3).

All this implies that when using indicators, we must
consider that they will serve to measure social impact, which
must always be present since it has diverse implications.

Conclusions

Research demonstrates to have a crucial role in solving the
problems that society faces. However, to achieve this goal, an
adequate design of the entire research strategy is required. For
instance, the European Commission through the research
programme Horizon Europe includes novelties such as the
need to guarantee that the improvement of society is achieved.
This should be done through specific indicators (Bruno &
Kadunc, 2019; European Commission, 2018). As the literature
shows, there is still no agreement on which indicators should
be used to measure research projects’ social impact (Godin &
Lane, 2013; Greenhalgh et al., 2016) but clear advances have
been done in this regard (European Commission, 2018). The
experience of previous programs confirms that community
participation is key to improving social problems. For ex-
ample, the report ‘Mission-oriented research and innovation in
the European Union’ (2018) addresses in its Government
Missions, how to engage citizens in co-designing, co-creating,
co-implementing and co-assessing missions since it considers
this participation a guarantee to achieve the mission, as de-
veloped by Mazzucato (2019).

Within a research project, a key aspect identified in all the
interviews is that in the project design which is addressed to
achieve social impact, the indicators should be agreed with the
community. This implies that participation and egalitarian
dialogue with the community are essential aspects even before
the design of the project. It is not enough to think and design a
project and then evaluating its social impact, it is about how
the project is built from a bottom-up approach to achieve

social impact. In this way, the social impact considered from
the research design and specifically when deciding indicators,
has methodological implications.

The community’s incorporation from the beginning of the
research to selecting social impact indicators, allows a deeper
knowledge of the problem. In turn, it allows defining the re-
search objectives, determined by the social impact indicators, to
be better designed and more appropriate to the reality being
studied, more tightly and accurately formulated. Our conclusion
is similar to other academic disciplines, for example, the case of
biomedical sciences in which Pollitt et al. (2016) identify a
broader social benefit in those research topics that concerned
researchers and society. Although, in our case, it is not only that
there is a greater social benefit because citizens and scientists
agree, but also that this improvement is that scientists can give a
better response to the social problem since they know better the
reality before developing the study. For example, when looking
for social impact indicators in egalitarian dialogue with the
Roma community, we identify that the assistance to social
resources for abused women is not an adequate indicator to
measure the incidence of gender violence in the community
because most Roma women do not use these resources. Of
course, the objective of reducing gender-based violence among
the Roma community is a shared objective between the
community and the scientific team, but in the discussion of the
indicators, researchers understand better the problem, going
deeper into their reality.Without a previous dialogue addressing
the indicators, there is a risk of focussing the project only on the
formal aid mechanisms, leaving out the informal oneswhich are
used by the community.

Another aspect is that the indicators can also be co-created
with citizens. The document ‘Governing Missions in the Eu-
ropean Union’ (Mazzucato, 2019) refers to co-creation as ‘to
allow as many citizens as possible to engage in the mission-
definition process at an early stage’ (p. 7). We suggest going a
step further because it is not only to decide in an early stage with
citizens what the indicators should be, as people can create and
generate these indicators in a joint dialogue with researchers.

The Roma community suffers and has suffered discrimi-
nation in all areas of life. This discrimination is even identified
in research since most of the research has focused on de-
scribing the problems, sometimes even blaming the Roma and
far from contributing to improving their situation. They have
perpetuated stigmas such as not caring about their children’s
education. One of the social impact indicators may be pre-
cisely overcoming those myths that contribute to their social
stigmatization. Giving visibility to the actions they are taking
to overcome these stereotypes and using them as the indicators
towards which we must go. In this view, the co-creation also
implies that the indicator is created by them, by their actions,
which in a way, is also empowering for citizens. This is
important specially for vulnerable groups, but citizenship in
general would also benefit.

The identified aspects can be applied to any methodology
and field of investigation, not only with vulnerable groups. For
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example, another problem facing the world’s population is
climate change. Deciding the indicators of climate change with
the community could help to reduce the number of people
questioning its existence, since they have decided the indicators
that confirm its existence. At the same time, it would allow
scientists to better understand what contributes to question the
research results for some people, and include mechanism that
minimize such risk. All this would lead to a greater involvement
by increasing the number of people to address the changes
necessary to face climate change.

These conclusions, although still exploratory, aim to con-
tribute to the debate on the indicators to be used when eval-
uating social impact. More specifically, it is addressed to know
how the active role that citizens can have in research has
methodological implications that are challenging and exciting
when designing research projects.
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