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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

1. ROLE UK (‘ROLE’) is a programme funded by the UK Department for International 

Development (DFID). It seeks to build rule of law capacity in developing countries by 

providing coordination and funding for short-term deployments of individuals with UK 

legal and judicial expertise. Legal academics are among those who might make very 

valuable contributions to ROLE programming.  They have the research and analytical 

skills of the highest level; in the 2014 evaluation of research performance, over 1,500 

legal academics across more than 60 UK law schools were judged as having produced 

research that was world leading (27%) or of a standard of international excellence (a 

further 46%). That expert and cutting edge-knowledge runs across every area of the 

discipline and, with great experience in teaching and training, legal academics are well 

placed to apply that knowledge in ROLE’s assistance and capacity building work. 

 

2. Bringing legal academics into ROLE’s work can add significant value, reach and scope 

to ROLE programming, enhancing the impact of DFID funding and the benefits that will 

accrue to beneficiaries in developing countries.    

 

3. Drawing on the experience of ROLE programming to date and its staff and board, and 

evidence with regard to legal academics’ engagement with DFID, this paper identifies 

some of the gaps, opportunities and challenges in drawing legal academics into ROLE 

programming, with a view to providing insights that may assist wider DFID and HMG 

activities that could draw on legal academic expertise. 

 

4. The “impact” agenda in universities is influential in academic life. There are significant 

external drivers that require that academic research not only contribute to the 

advancement of knowledge but that it has an “effect on, change or benefit to the 

economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of 

life, beyond academia” means that academics are driven towards engagement outside 

the academic research sector. As a consequence, there are great opportunities for 

organisations such as ROLE (and, more broadly, government or its agencies, 

international organisations or foreign states, civil society organisations, or the private 

sector) to draw on academic expertise. 

 

5. The available evidence suggests that the legal academics who engage significantly in 

impact-oriented activities have interests and expertise in DFID priority countries, but 

have limited engagement with DFID: 

 

o Data from the UK Research Excellence Framework shows that in the 216 

impact case studies from Law schools, 23 of the 28 DFID priority countries were 

mentioned.  The mentions were found in 36 case studies, on a total of 75 occasions.  

(That is, some of the case studies mentioned more than one priority country, and 

come mentioned a country more than once.) 

 

o Of those 36 case studies that mention DFID priority countries, just nine 

mention DFID. Put differently, 75% of the case studies that mention a DFID priority 

country do not mention any engagement with DFID. 
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o Whereas 9 of the 216 law case studies mention DFID, this contrasts with 12 

of the 216 case studies mentioning the Cabinet Office, 15 the FCO, 29 the Home 

Office, and 48 the Ministry of Justice.   

 

6. As such, there appear to be significant opportunities, for DFID in particular, to engage 

legal academics in law and development programming.  It seems likely that there is an 

under-utilised and possibly unused pool of legal academics who could offer useful 

expertise in DFID programming.  This may be even moreso the case for ROLE 

programming, as ROLE can utilise a very wide range of legal expertise, including 

expertise that does not necessarily require country-specific knowledge (as ROLE can 

draw on a wider pool that has such knowledge) but can transfer UK expertise and 

knowledge to other jurisdictions. 

 

7. Those opportunities are enhanced because, in addition to high level substantive 

expertise and analytical skills, legal academics are typically experienced in teaching and 

training, including presentation to audiences and preparation and design of materials, 

and familiar and comfortable with being evaluated by participants in training and with 

peer evaluation. 

 

8. There are challenges in engaging legal academics in law and development 

programming. Among them, and particularly relevant to ROLE, is that even if legal 

academics regularly engage outside academia without receiving fees, they may not 

readily characterise their activities as “pro bono” activities. Instead, “pro bono” may be 

something that they see as the realm of lawyers in legal practice and consequently may 

not take up opportunities.  There are also challenges with regard to the willingness of 

academics to engage outside very specific areas of expertise, the availability funding to 

cover anything other deployment, and (where relevant) the extent to which academics 

are familiar with the needs and expectations of policy audiences.  

 

9. Organisations such as ROLE (or government departments and agencies more widely) 

are well placed to address those challenges. In impact terms the status of working with 

government carries weight, and it helps that ROLE programming is itself impact-oriented.  

An outreach strategy that makes the most of what ROLE can offer will be important. This 

might include targeting legal academics for participation separately from targeting 

practitioners, identifying participation opportunities as opportunities for impact, assuring 

and providing academic participants with suitable evidence that they can use as 

corroboration in any impact report, and offering opportunities to build skills and networks 

that link them to the practice and policy communities on a more sustained basis. 

 

10. Example content for an email to legal academic networks is provided at the end of the 

paper to assist in effective communication and outreach to legal academic audiences.  
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A. INTRODUCTION
1
 

 

1. ROLE UK (‘ROLE’) is a 3-year programme funded by the UK Department for International 

Development. The programme name is derived from the long title: Rule of Law Expertise.  The 

programme aims to improve the rule of law in DFID priority countries by facilitating access to 

specialist UK legal and judicial expertise delivered on a pro bono basis. Among its core activities 

it provides funds for the short-term deployment to developing countries of UK legal experts who 

provide services on a pro bono basis.   

 

2. One of the groups that ROLE has looked to engage with as providers in the delivery of pro bono 

legal services is UK legal academics.  As a constituency on which ROLE might draw they have 

much to offer Legal academics are among those who might make very valuable contributions to 

ROLE programming.  They have the research and analytical skills of the highest level; in the 

2014 evaluation of research performance, over 1,500 legal academics across more than 60 UK 

law schools were judged as having produced research that was world leading (27%) or of a 

standard of international excellence (a further 46%).
2
  That expert and cutting edge-knowledge 

runs across every area of the discipline and, with great experience in teaching and training, legal 

academics are well placed to apply that knowledge in ROLE’s assistance and capacity building 

work.   

 

3. Bringing legal academics into ROLE’s work can add significant value, reach and scope to ROLE 

programming, enhancing the impact of DFID funding and the benefits that will accrue to 

beneficiaries in developing countries. 

 

4. This paper looks at how that engagement might be pursued to most effectively maximise ROLE’s 

exposure in the legal academic community and participation of legal academics in deployments 

and desk-based work supported by ROLE. 

 

5. As the first ROLE ‘Lessons Learned’ papers and being produced early in the life of the 

programme, this paper draws on experience prior to the establishment of ROLE and during the 

establishment phase, rather than being based on analysis and evaluation of ROLE deployments 

and desk-based work. It is framed in a way that encourages testing and building on the 

possibilities it identifies both for ROLE and for any other law and development programme that 

seeks to engage with the UK legal academic community. Moreover, such engagement increases 

the possibility of testing and building the evidence about what works and does not work in law 

and development reform and, in turn, enhancing the impact of such engagement. Other 

interested programmes might be based in the UK government or its agencies, international 

organisations or foreign states, civil society organisations, or the private sector. 

 

Methodology       

6. The paper is based on: (1) a quantitative analysis of the most recently available major data 

source regarding substantial engagement outside the academy – the data for the Research 

Excellence Framework (the REF) – and (2) a reflective analysis of the author’s experience as a 

legal academic for 17 years until 2013 (in Australia from 1997-2007 and the UK from 2007-2013) 

and for the last two and half years as Deputy Director and Senior Research Fellow at London-

                                                           
1
 I am grateful to all my colleagues on the Board of ROLE UK and staff (present and past who were involved in the set-up 

phase), DFID staff and many others with whom I have had extensive discussions about ROLE and – over a much longer period 
and with countless people inside and outside academia (not least in the ESRC Global Uncertainties and PaCCS programmes) 
who have given very generously of their time – about academic impact and the pathways through which it might be achieved.  
My thanks in particular to my ROLE board colleague Deborah Mansfield for comments on a draft of this paper but responsibility 
rests with the author alone.  Email: l.mcnamara@binghamcentre.biicl.org.   
2
 Research Excellence Framework 2014, UoA Summary Data, page 20 (UoA 20 Law), 

http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/results/AverageProfile_All%20UOAs.pdf. All URLs accessed September 2015.   

mailto:l.mcnamara@binghamcentre.biicl.org
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/results/AverageProfile_All%20UOAs.pdf
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based NGO the Bingham Centre for the Rule of Law.
3
  The author is a member of the Board of 

ROLE and the Bingham Centre is a member of the consortium to the bid for the DFID funding of 

ROLE. 

 

7. As an academic and more recently within a civil society organisation, the author has been both a 

producer and a user of research, and has had significant engagement with and input into policy 

areas, including through UK parliamentary and UK government processes.  The nature, 

opportunities and challenges of academic engagement with policy and practice have been a 

significant area of his attention for over a decade.
4
  The issues in this paper have been informed 

by, among other things, discussions at meetings of the ROLE Board and the wider ROLE 

Steering Group, and discussions with ROLE staff and other participants in ROLE activities.
5
   

 

8. A note on definition and focus is required at the outset.  By an ‘academic’, this paper refers to 

individuals working in academic posts universities.  Typically these would be full-time or part-time 

staff holding a post as lecturer, professor or the like.  They may be solely research posts or, more 

commonly, have both research and teaching duties.  It may also include PhD students, who are 

frequently very accomplished and both seek and need opportunities to engage outside the 

university. A ‘legal academic’ refers in this paper to someone who holds such a position in a law 

school.  Many academics based in other areas (eg, economics, history, anthropology, political 

science) engage in legal research. However, the focus here is on legal academics because, as a 

group, they provide a large body expertise that can be targeted through approaches that focus 

on law schools.  

 

Structure 

9. The following part explains the context in which academics engage with those outside the 

academic milieu, explaining the place of “impact” in academic life. Part C looks at the available 

data for indicators of the extent to which DFID engages with legal academics (and vice-versa), 

and what that reveals about opportunities. Part D outlines some of the challenges in engaging 

legal academics and suggests some strategies that will meet those challenges, including 

specifically with respect to ROLE’s activities.  Part E is a brief, summarising conclusion.     

 

 

B. THE ACADEMIC CONTEXT: WHY MIGHT LEGAL ACADEMICS WANT TO ENGAGE PRO 

BONO WITH WORK SUPPORTING RULE OF LAW IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES?  

 

The Impact Agenda 

10. There is a demand in contemporary academic life that research has “impact”.  This demand 

arises especially from external drivers, including the Research Excellence Framework (REF) that 

is used to determine substantial funding for universities and the funding criteria applied by the UK 

research councils (eg, Economic and Social Research Council, Arts & Humanities Research 

Council) that manage public finds to be allocated to research.
6
  

 

                                                           
3
 The Bingham Centre for the Rule of Law is a constituent part of the British Institute of International and Comparative Law 

(Registered Charity 209425)  www.binghamcentre.biicl.org  
4
 For example, the Economic and Social Research Council has identified author’s work as an example of good policy impact: 

‘Open Justice for Secret Evidence: ESRC Impact Case Study, December 2014, http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-
publications/impact-case-studies/open-justice-for-secret-evidence. He has spoken on impact issues to expert audiences and 
has been an assessor for the ESRC of research and impact proposals and activities. 
5
 The steering group includes participants from DFID units, the FCO and the Judicial Office.  

6
 There are seven research councils, all falling under the umbrella of Research Councils UK. Two are particularly relevant to 

legal academics: the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), which funds socio-legal studies, and the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC), which between them fund legal and socio-legal research, the latter tending to be 
characterised by social science research methods. 

http://www.binghamcentre.biicl.org/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/impact-case-studies/open-justice-for-secret-evidence
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/impact-case-studies/open-justice-for-secret-evidence
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11. In simple terms, impact means that academics are engaging outside the university sector and the 

scholarly environment that is concerned with the production of knowledge.  Impact means that 

they’re research is having an effect.  The definition in the REF is:     

 

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.   

 

Impact includes, but is not limited to, an effect on, change or benefit to: 

 the activity, attitude, awareness, behaviour, capacity, opportunity, performance, policy, 

practice, process or understanding  

 of an audience, beneficiary, community, constituency, organisation or individuals  

 in any geographic location whether locally, regionally, nationally or internationally. 

 

Impact includes the reduction or prevention of harm, risk, cost or other negative effects.
7 

 

There are two implications of the impact requirement that are particularly relevant for this paper. 

 

12. First, an academic needs to go beyond merely engaging outside the academic world. It will be 

necessary – but not sufficient – to bring one’s work to the attention of government, business, civil 

society organisations, parliament, the courts, and perhaps the media (as an avenue of getting 

organisation and institutional attention). It will not be sufficient because there needs to be some 

effect from that engagement.  That is not necessarily going to be easy; no matter the evidence, or 

the importance, good academic research will not necessarily change things, even where there are 

high levels of engagement.  But engagement is essential as a start, and engagement with law and 

development programming that is impact-oriented and sits within larger impact frameworks of 

DFID’s work provides avenue that can convert academic engagement to academic impact. 

 

13. Secondly, one needs to not only have an effect, but the REF criteria there needs to be evidence 

of that effect.  There must be sources which can corroborate it.  These sources may be reports, 

evaluations or reviews that are in the public domain, or they may be communications with the 

individual academic. A letter from someone in an organisation that used research and found it 

useful is an example of such a corroborative source.
8
  

 

14. To those outside the university sector the above may seem unremarkable. A closer explanation of 

its importance in the university sector may be helpful to illustrate the weight placed upon impact in 

the sector and, in turn, help show how the impact agenda may provide opportunities for ROLE 

(and DFID, other HMG arms, and civil society and business) to access an extraordinary level of 

expertise in legal academia.     

 

External drivers  

The Research Excellence Framework 

15. The REF is nigh on omnipresent in academic life, especially in institutions that cast themselves as 

research-oriented or research-intensive. (By way of comparison, mentions of “the REF” are as 

commonplace in universities as mentions of “HMG” are in the UK government.)  For those outside 

academia its importance can be difficult to appreciate.   

 

16. As the Guardian explained to its readers the day before the most recent REF results (in a piece 

aptly titled, “REF 2014: why it is such a big deal”): 

                                                           
7
 HEFCE, Assessment Framework and Guidance on Submissions, (updated Jan 2012), Annex C, p 48. 

http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/assessmentframeworkandguidanceonsubmissions/GOS%20including%20addendu
m.pdf  
8
 HEFCE, Assessment Framework and Guidance on Submissions, (updated Jan 2012), above n 7, Annex G, p 54. 

http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/assessmentframeworkandguidanceonsubmissions/GOS%20including%20addendum.pdf
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/assessmentframeworkandguidanceonsubmissions/GOS%20including%20addendum.pdf
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After years of stress, in-fighting, anxiety and admin, the day has almost arrived ….  The REF 

is a huge deal for universities and academics. The results determine how much research 

funding they’re granted – there’s £2 billion up for grabs – and they’re used to determine … 

rankings in league tables. A poor performance can close a department, while a top rating 

means steady funding.
9
  

 

17. The REF is an evaluation of university research performance that is done every six years. First 

conducted in 1986 as the Research Assessment Exercise, few academics have been untouched 

by it.  Until 2014 its sole or core element was the quality of published research.  This changed in 

2014 when, for the first time, “impact” was given a weighting.  It counts for 20% of overall 

performance.
10

  

 

 Institutionally, the results of the REF determine funding universities get from the government 

and are the basis of the league tables. This institutional pressure flows to schools and 

departments.
11

 

 

 Within a university, where a department has a poor result in the REF then it is at genuine risk 

of being closed by its university.  A department that performs well will probably receive extra 

funding from its University.  As impact is a core part of REF, departments are under pressure 

to produce research that has impact.  

 

 In departments, the pressure in turn flows to individual staff.  For the REF, a department must 

submit at least one case study per approximately every 9 of its full-time equivalent staff
12

, and 

the standard demand by universities of departments is that a case study must show impact is 

either “outstanding” or “very considerable in terms of its reach and significance.”   

 

 Individually, though not all staff will be expected to have a case study, a staff member’s ability 

to maximise the chances that their research will have impact will affect them very directly: it 

improves promotion opportunities or makes them more employable elsewhere, they may 

receive extra funding from their department to allow them time to build an impact profile, and 

they will have a better chance of securing external research funding.  

 

Research funding 

18. Securing research funding is the standard demand placed upon academics, and it is not easy to 

do.  For example, in an ESRC funding round open to a wide range of researchers and subject 

areas, just 40 of the 229 applications (that is, 17%) were funded.
13

  To secure research funding, 

an academic must include in a funding application an impact plan.  This is essential for any 

                                                           
9
 The Guardian, 17 December 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/17/ref-2014-why-is-it-

such-a-big-deal.  
10

 65% is on quality of research produced in publications, and another 15% on research environment. 
11

 For the purposes of this paper, ‘schools’ and ‘departments’ can be used interchangeably.  University nomenclature and 
structure varies widely, though in general terms a Faculty (eg, Faculty of Arts & Humanities) may have several schools, each of 
which contains a number of departments.  A ‘Law school’ may formally be a Faculty of itself , or a school within a faculty, or a 
department within a school.  However, the expression ‘law school’ is often used within the discipline, regardless of the formal 
status or name within a university’s structure. 
12

 The requirement, in simple terms, is two case studies for a department with up to 15 staff; three case studies for departments 
with up to 25 staff, four up to 35 staff, and so on. HEFCE, Assessment Framework and Guidance on Submissions, (updated 
Jan 2012), above n 7, p 28 
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/assessmentframeworkandguidanceonsubmissions/GOS%20including%20addendu
m.pdf. 
13

 The ESRC publications of funding decisions provides excellent information: http://www.esrc.ac.uk/about-us/strategy-and-
priorities/demand-management/funding-decisions/. For instance, in the September 2014 ‘Future Research Leaders’ call, of 229 
applications received just 40 (17%) were funded: http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/about-us/policies-and-standards/demand-
management/call-data-september-2014.    

http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/17/ref-2014-why-is-it-such-a-big-deal
http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/17/ref-2014-why-is-it-such-a-big-deal
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/assessmentframeworkandguidanceonsubmissions/GOS%20including%20addendum.pdf
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/assessmentframeworkandguidanceonsubmissions/GOS%20including%20addendum.pdf
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/about-us/strategy-and-priorities/demand-management/funding-decisions/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/about-us/strategy-and-priorities/demand-management/funding-decisions/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/about-us/policies-and-standards/demand-management/call-data-september-2014
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/files/about-us/policies-and-standards/demand-management/call-data-september-2014
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application submitted to the research councils (eg, ESRC, AHRC) and commonplace for other 

funders. The plan and the prospective impact will be taken into account in decisions about 

whether to award funding.    

 

19. In turn, success in securing research funding has effects on individual careers. It is virtually the 

sine qua non of promotion above mid-level posts. 

 

Internal drivers – the intrinsic value of research and the desire to contribute 

20. While it is easy to see the externally imposed impact agenda as dominant, it is absolutely 

fundamental to recognise that most academics intrinsically want their research to make a 

difference.  Legal academics are passionately interested in their areas of expertise and have 

spent years examining how law and justice can be better improved for the public good.  Long 

before the REF, legal academics were engaging with law and justice institutions in government, 

parliament, the courts, civil society and commerce with a view to making a difference.    

 

21. Many academics will engage without regard for the impact agenda; their involvement is not 

instrumental.  Others will engage without being motivated by the impact agenda, though will be 

aware of it and may draw on that engagement in their future research, promotion applications and 

the like.  A much smaller group will be undertaking impact activities that are aimed at very 

substantial impact, but still with an accompanying intrinsic desire to make a difference. 

 

22. The REF has been lamented by many
14

 but, even if it is reformed or replaced, some assessment 

of excellence is here to stay – and impact is certain to remain a part of the equation for the 

foreseeable future.     

 

What does the impact agenda mean for ROLE (among others)? 

23. The impact agenda provides a framework within which ROLE might fruitfully access academic 

expertise.  Put simply, academics have very good reasons to want to engage outside the 

academy and many are likely to be well-disposed to opportunities to participate in activities that 

will see their work have an effect on the wider society, be in the UK or beyond.  

  

24. For ROLE, engagement with academics with give it – and its beneficiaries in development 

countries – at least three clear benefits.  First, ROLE and others will have access to cutting edge 

legal research to help make sure its deployments add maximum technical value as well as 

developmental value.  Secondly, engagement with legal academics will give ROLE, DFID and in-

country partners influence in the research agenda, including methodologically by building an 

awareness of development practice and principles and substantively because it will expose legal 

academics to questions and gaps in existing work.  Thirdly, it will help build the networks and 

sustainable relationships that help coordinate future work. 

 

25. In a holistic sense, if one takes UK government priorities for research and relates them to wider 

government investments, there is arguably a case to say that government departments, agencies 

and programmes should create opportunities for academic engagement, providing pathways 

where there are clear contact points into departments and programmes, and where the 

                                                           
14

 See, for example, Professor Derek Sayer, ‘Five reasons the REF is not fit for purpose’ The Guardian, 15 December 2014, 
http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/15/research-excellence-framework-five-reasons-not-fit-for-
purpose. There are often concerns raised that the instrumentalism of the REF is in tension with intrinsic value of research and 
motivation of researchers. For example, in a survey of academics at the top research institutions (the Russell Group), over half 
the 1,300 respondents said that bullying had increased, and 80% of those cited the REF as a reason. One respondent said 
that: ‘The matching of REF performance with income has completely destroyed the idea that academic research is of intrinsic 
value. It gives highly successful researchers the licence to behave badly with impunity because no university wants to lose the 
associated income.’ The Guardian, 16 December 2014, ‘Struggle for top research grades fuels bullying among staff’ 
http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/16/research-excellence-framework-bullying-university-staff.    

http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/15/research-excellence-framework-five-reasons-not-fit-for-purpose
http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/15/research-excellence-framework-five-reasons-not-fit-for-purpose
http://www.theguardian.com/higher-education-network/2014/dec/16/research-excellence-framework-bullying-university-staff
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opportunities sit within a framework which will see effects maximised and provide an evidence 

chain that takes account of the needs of academic contributors.  The more organisations can do 

that, the more likely they are to be appealing to academics and see the building of relationships 

that are sustained over time, outlive the individual connections between one academic and their 

contact in an organisation, and bring wider expertise into an organisation.   

 

26. Before turning to the opportunities and challenges in doing that, it will be helpful to get a sense of 

current levels of legal academic engagement with DFID. 

   

 

C. LEGAL ACADEMIC ENGAGEMENT WITH DFID: EXISTING ENGAGEMENT AND 

OPPORTUNITIES  

 

27. In the early months of ROLE programming, one assignment has been completed by a legal 

academic and it is too early to draw any conclusions from that experience.  However the wider 

patterns of legal academic engagement with DFID warrant attention. 

 

28. There does not appear to be any existing study of DFID’s engagement with legal academics or 

any data on which a study might be based. However, the impact data from the 2014 REF 

provides a good proxy. There are two types of impact data of interest: case studies and ‘impact 

templates’.  Case studies provide detailed examples, with one required for approximately each 8 

staff members.
15

 These must be read carefully because they will only capture DFID engagement 

where that engagement has been related to work that is among the most significant of the impact-

oriented activities by a university department or law school (those activities being the ones 

submitted to the REF). However, it is likely to be a fairly representative indicator because of the 

large scale of the REF exercise should provide suitable sampling, and the second set of data – 

the impact templates – provide a measure representativeness because they cover a wider scope 

of work. This data, ‘impact templates’, provide departments with the opportunity to state their 

impact strategy and to include mention of activities from across all staff impact activity. As such, 

the detailed case studies will almost certainly pick up any engagement with DFID; it would be 

extraordinary if there was engagement with DFID and that was omitted from a submitted case 

study. If anything, they could be marginally over-representative because that engagement with a 

UK government department would enhance the reach and significance of impact and thus make it 

more likely to be among those a university department includes in its REF submission. Similarly, 

the templates are unlikely to omit a mention of engagement with DFID. On the whole, the REF is 

likely to be the best available source. 

 

29. What, then, do the REF case studies and impact templates reveal about legal academic 

engagement with DFID?              

 

Methodology in the REF analysis: units of Assessment as the primary focus 

30. REF submissions are made in a “Unit of Assessment” (UoA) that is, in short, an academic 

discipline. In general terms, a UoA will be submitted by a school or department.  A submission 

may, however, cover a range of subject areas. For example, a Law submission – that is, a 

submission as a Law UoA – may cover a range of subject areas in addition to law.  Similarly, a 

submission in, say, the History UoA may cover a range of subject areas that include for instance, 

law, economics, politics, etc.   

 

                                                           
15

 See above n 12 on how many case studies are required. 



7 

 

31. In the following analysis of the REF submissions the UoA has been the primary focus.  This is 

because if one to understand how legal academics engage with DFID, the focus is best placed in 

the Law UoA, which will usually be associated with a university’s law school. 

 

32. The REF impact case studies are available online in full text and are fully searchable across a 

range of categories.
16

  The impact templates are available online in full text, but not a part of the 

searchable database.
17

 

 

 

Academic engagement with DFID – all disciplines 

33. A total of 6,975 impact case studies were submitted in REF 2014.
18

  Of these, 226 mention 

DFID.
19

  Those 226 encompass submissions from a wide range of disciplines.  In the chart below, 

some UoAs have been grouped together to give an indicative sense of the spread of disciplines 

(eg, what I have labelled as “Health and Medical” covers several UoAs). 

  

34. The UoAs that saw the most frequent mentions of DFID are those associated with health, politics 

and international studies, and anthropology and development.   

 

35. Just nine case studies from the Law UoA mentioned DFID.
20

 These are considered in more detail 

below.       

    

 

                                                           
16

 http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/Search1.aspx  
17

 REF 2014 Results and Submissions: http://results.ref.ac.uk/Results  
18

 REF key facts: http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/REF%20Brief%20Guide%202014.pdf   
19

 This includes either “DFID”, “department for international development”, or both. 
20

 With regard to subject area covered, a total of 20 of the 226 cases studies included some coverage of Law or Legal Studies. 
The Law UoA (which contained nine) is of most interest because legal academics will largely be submitting to the Law UoA. 
The other 11 case studies came from the following UoAs: Politics and International Studies (4), History (3), Anthropology and 
Development (2); Education (1); Social Work and Social Policy (1). 

http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/Search1.aspx
http://results.ref.ac.uk/Results
http://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/REF%20Brief%20Guide%202014.pdf
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Academic engagement with DFID – legal academics 

36. The nine case studies in the Law UoA that mentioned DFID were:
21

 

 Promoting the role of land law in economic and social development and changing law and 

practice in developing and post-conflict countries (Birkbeck University of London).
22

  

 Governance, Legal Reform and Access to Justice (University of Warwick)
23

 

 ‘I’ll fight you for it’ (Anglia Ruskin University)
24

 

 Refugees and exclusion: informing the global judiciary (University of Essex)
25

 

 Gender, sexuality and development (University of Kent)
26

 

 Enhancing shared knowledge on the law governing international watercourses: the 

contribution of the UN Watercourses Convention (University of Dundee)
27

 

  Informing approaches to improving human rights in South Sudan and foreign policy in the 

UK (School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London)
28

 

 Legal education: strategies for learning and teaching (University of Greenwich)
29

 

 Influencing Commonwealth Policy on Marine Fisheries Regulation (University of Hull)
30

 

                                                           
21

 All these cases except two (those from Kent and Greenwich) identified their subject areas as including Law.  It is not clear 
why those two did not include Law as a subject area. Based on the content of each, it would appear they could have done so. 
Of note, though, the researcher in each case is based in the law school at their institution. 
22

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=17683.  
23

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=1979.  
24

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=5000. Unlike the others, the title of this case study is not 
self-explanatory; it relates to land title and Islamic land law. 
25

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=43982.  
26

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=549.  
27

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=35808.  
28

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=42790.  
29

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=3905.  
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FIG 1: Disciplines (by UoA) - number of mentions of DFID in impact case studies 

http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=17683
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=1979
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=5000
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=43982
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=549
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=35808
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=42790
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=3905
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37. The nine case studies can also be considered in the context of the Law UoA as a whole, which 

received 216 case studies.  Two aspects of the 216 cases are of particular interest. 

 

38. First, there are fewer mentions DFID than of other government departments.  DFID’s nine 

mentions contracts with those of the Cabinet Office (12), the FCO (15), Home Office (29) and 

Ministry of Justice (48).
31

      

 

 

 
 

 

39. Secondly, in the 216 Law UoA case studies: 

 23 of the 28 DFID priority countries are mentioned. 

 Those 23 DFID priority countries are identified on 75 occasions, spread across 37 impact 

case studies in the Law UoA. 

 Of those 37 case studies that mention 23 DFID priority countries, just nine refer to DFID. 

That is, over 75% of the case studies that mention a DFID priority country do not mention DFID.  

This is perhaps the most noteworthy point.  In particular, it suggests that among legal academics 

who engage heavily with impact activities, there is substantial interest and expertise in DFID 

priority countries, and yet there is either no engagement with DFID or engagement that is not 

substantial enough that it warrants inclusion in a case study.  It would seem to suggest that there 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
30

 Full text: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=32747  
31

 A search for “Ministry of Justice” or “MoJ” brings up 55 results. However, 7 of those refer to justice ministries of other 
countries. 
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FIG 2: Law UoA impact case studies (n=216) - mentions of selected UK government 
 departments  

http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/CaseStudy.aspx?Id=32747
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is no substantive reason why DFID is mentioned so much less than other government 

departments.   

 

40. The patterns in the impact case studies (Fig 2, above) are broadly consistent with the patterns in 

the impact templates (Fig 3, below).  Just six out of 68 law schools indicated that contact with 

DFID had been a feature of their impact strategy or activities. (That this is less than the nine case 

studies can be explained by the variation in approaches to writing template statements. In 

particular, some statements simply cross-referenced to case studies, whereas others reiterated 

aspects of the case studies.)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

41. The data does not, however, provide any indication of why there seems to have been relatively 

little engagement with DFID. One might surmise that possible reasons could include: 

 Lack of clear access pathways into DFID for academic legal researchers, including a lack of 

informal legal academic networks that provide contacts with DFID.  It is perhaps noteworthy 

that in a subject-analysis (rather than UoA analysis) more than half the 20 case studies that 

mention DFID and include legal subject matter, came from UoAs other than law.  

 Lack of outreach by DFID into legal research and legal academic networks, perhaps due to or 

accompanied by a lack of awareness within DFID of what academics may have to offer, why 

they would offer it, and the ways DFID could benefit.  

 The research in case studies that mention DFID priority countries is not relevant to DFID’s 

work. This is certainly likely in some instances, as mentions may be somewhat peripheral to 

the core of the research. 

 The research is not presented in ways that are easily used by DFID. 

 Academics do not recognise the possibility that their work may be of interest and relevance to 

DFID. 
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FIG 3: Law UoA impact templates (n = 68)  - mentions of selected UK government 
departments 



11 

 

Legal academic engagement with DFID – summary and conclusions 

42. Engagement with law is relatively small when compared with engagement with other disciplines. 

The significance of law and the rule of law in relation to development
32

 suggests that, with just 

under 4% of academic engagement with DFID coming from Law, it would be worth considering 

whether this indicates a relative under-utilisation of legal academic expertise. This is all the more 

so when one considers the content of the submissions from Law UoAs and contrasts the 

significant mention of DFID priority countries with the number of mentions of DFID.     

 

43. As such, it seems likely that there is an unused pool of legal academics who could offer useful 

expertise in DFID programming.  This may be even moreso the case for ROLE programming, as 

ROLE can utilise a very wide range of legal expertise, including expertise that does not 

necessarily require country-specific knowledge (as ROLE can draw on a wider pool that has such 

knowledge) but can transfer UK expertise and knowledge to other jurisdictions. 

 

44. The next section considers challenges and strategies for engaging legal academics in law and 

development programming. 

 

 

D. CHALLENGES AND STRATEGIES FOR ENGAGING LEGAL ACADEMICS  

 

45. Just as the opportunities for engaging academics are clear, and for many there are both external 

and intrinsic motivations for engaging, they also bring great value to the types of activities that 

ROLE will seek to support. In addition to high level substantive expertise and analytical skills, 

legal academics are typically: 

 Experienced in teaching and training, including presentation to audiences and preparation 

and design of materials
33

  

 Familiar and comfortable with being evaluated by participants in training and with peer 

evaluation. 

 

46. Nevertheless, there are significant challenges that arise in trying to engage legal academics.  

Four of note indicate some of the hurdles that need to be considered. 

  

Challenges 

47. First, and particularly relevant to ROLE, is the characterisation of UK legal experts as offering 

services “pro bono”.  Legal academics do not typically see themselves as being engaged in pro 

bono work when contributing in research outreach and engagement activities. However, it does 

not mean that they would always expect a fee. Often, engagement outside the academy is simply 

a part of what they do to disseminate their research and use their expertise to inform policy and 

practice. For example, academics would not necessarily expect to receive a fee if delivering a 

presentation to an audience where the host is a government or non-profit organisation. If work fits 

particularly well into impact-oriented activities then an academic may very well deliver work in the 

absence of a fee.    

 

48. In the ROLE programming structure it is very likely that academics would generally be willing to 

provide services without receiving a fee if those services will provide a benefit to non-profit 

organisations or governments in developing countries.  Where services are being provided and it 

                                                           
32

 See, eg, DFID, Policy Approach to the Rule of Law, 12 July 2013; Risk and Return: Foreign Direct Investment and the Rule 
of Law, Bingham Centre for the Rule of Law, Investment Treaty Forum and Hogan Lovells LLP, BIICL, 2015.  
33

 An issue that may require some consideration is the intellectual property in any materials produced for training.  This would 
apply equally to academics as to other pro bono contributors, though, as they regularly produce materials for teaching and 
training, and will have IP agreements as part of their jobs, academics may have particular needs. As a rule of thumb, it would 
seem appropriate to presume that copyright would vest with the academic in the absence of any agreement to the contrary.  
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is DFID (or another HMG department) that will benefit then it may depend to some extent on the 

fit with impact for any given academic.  However, on the whole, opportunities to contribute to 

development programmes are likely to be appealing. 

 

49. It could of course be that an organisation in a developing country would not in any event have to 

pay for an academic contribution that would assist them. However, the benefit for developing 

countries of ROLE’s involvement is that it can combine academic legal expertise, legal 

practitioner expertise, and development principles. ROLE is able to leverage these together and 

consequently enhance the impact and benefits to academic participants and developing country 

beneficiaries.  

 

50. Secondly, and also very relevant to ROLE, academics may tend to view their expertise narrowly.  

Anecdotes abound from university press offices to the effect that many academics are very 

reluctant to speak to an issue unless it is very clearly within the (comfort) zone of their specific 

area of expertise.  It may that there are academics who would be very well placed to contribute to 

ROLE activities but will not take up an opportunity to do so. 

 

51. Thirdly, while ROLE may fund the deployment of an academic, the funding does not take the form 

of a grant to the academic and their university. For all academics, but especially junior academics, 

securing funding is important in establishing a track record of funding.  To the extent that ROLE 

deployment funds are not framed as grant funding, it does not provide an incentive to participate.   

 

52. Fourthly, ROLE covers only deployment and does not provide extra funding that may support (for 

example) research assistance or some funding to “buy out” teaching (which may free the 

academic up to participate in the ROLE programme, in the same way that ROLE will make backfill 

payments for HMG participants).  This does not provide an incentive to participate and, in some 

circumstances where ROLE participation would take a staff member away from teaching, may 

prevent participation, depending on arrangements within an academic department.     

 

53. Fifthly, academic skills and expertise may not always lend itself to informing policy.  It is a 

common observation that academics tend to write at length rather than producing short one or 

two page summaries that may be necessary to engage a reader in the policy community.  It is 

also noted at times that sometimes academics may be strong on analysis and setting out options, 

but weak on making clear recommendations. 

 

Strategies 

54. For all the challenges that exist, the benefits much outweigh them, and organisations such as 

ROLE – or, indeed, any arm of the government – is well placed to meet those challenges. In 

targeting legal academics it will be helpful to highlight the synergies between what ROLE can 

offer to developing countries, on the one hand, and academic interests and imperatives on the 

other.  

 

55. First, targeting academics as a distinct group may have substantial value.  It cannot be presumed 

that they and the legal practitioners read or receive, for example, the same types of blogs, 

journals, email lists, alert services and the like that may inform them about ROLE (or any other 

HMG opportunity).  Targeting major networks used by legal academics may be useful, including 

the Society of Legal Scholars (SLS) through its subject group networks, bulletins and conference, 

or the Socio-Legal Studies Association (SLSA) in a similar way.
34

  In doing so, it may be 

appropriate to explicitly identity academic lawyers as among those who can make a contribution 

                                                           
34

 Society of Legal Scholars www.legalscholars.ac.uk; Socio-Legal Studies Association www.slsa.ac.uk.   

http://www.legalscholars.ac.uk/
http://www.slsa.ac.uk/
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to a pro bono programme, thus avoiding self-exclusion by those who see pro bono as the domain 

of practitioners.  

 

56. Direct communication with law schools may be a strategy worth pursuing.  While resource 

intensive to a degree, an email communication to the Head of School or Director of Research will 

almost certainly be of interest and can be easily forwarded on.  If accompanied with a link to a 

simple news or opportunities sign-up then it may well capture potential participants.  Social media, 

of course, is also an avenue. 

 

57. Secondly, framing ROLE opportunities in impact terms, or in terms that speak clearly to the 

demands of the impact context, may be helpful.  This is especially so because engagement with 

government offers academics the possibility that their work may have significant impact. Work 

undertaken as part of UK government activities is likely to carry weight in a judgment about the 

reach and significance of impact.
35

  Moreover, because ROLE activities are themselves oriented 

towards impact, participation in ROLE programming is a good opportunity for academic work to 

have impact. 

 

58. While ROLE offers short-term deployments, and one deployment will almost certainly not of itself 

result in or constitute the impact that is sufficient for a REF case study, it might constitute an 

excellent example of impact that sits very well within a larger body of research and activity.  As it 

emanates from UK government programmes, it may be a very valuable part of an activity.  

Moreover, for many academics such engagement will not be geared towards a REF case study 

(produced, after all, by only about one in eight academics) but may be valuable in developing 

skills, networks and track record for impact, or may sit well with a specific project that has an 

impact requirement. 

 

59. Thirdly, to encourage academics to participate even where a project does not sit at the centre of 

their expertise, it may be useful to have academics as part of a team, and to let them know that 

they will be part of a team.  Similarly, for some academics it may be useful at times to let them 

know the context of their contributions: for instance, that they give insights and suggest directions, 

or make recommendations if appropriate, but that the decision-making process they are informing 

is a wider process and they are not bearing sole responsibility for outcomes. 

 

60. Fourthly, it will be helpful to assure academic participants that they will be provided with 

something that they can use as corroboration or evidence in any impact report, and then of 

course to provide it.  This may also require that ROLE staff (or other users of academics and their 

research) have a good awareness of academic needs and the impact agenda, and it is hoped this 

paper may assist in that regard. 

 

61. Fifthly, if academics can be offered some benefit beyond any single deployment then that will be 

helpful. It is not uncommon that academic impact is reliant on good fortune, rather than 

systematic development of networks and skills.
36

 One benefit may be through invitations to events 

that build skills and networks, where academics can meet ROLE, DFID or other HMG staff, learn 

more about their interests and needs, and academics can identify their own interests and 

expertise.  Effective exercises in linking policy, practice and academic communities are 

invaluable. 

 

                                                           
35

 In their study of social science impact, Bastow, Dunleavy and Tinkler examine use visibility in the “.gov.uk” domain as one of 
six impact indicators: The Impact of the Social Sciences, SAGE 2014, p 60. 
36

 For instance, ESRC ‘Impact Champion’ Professor Charlie Jeffery recently noted that his opportunities early on arose ‘through 
serendipity and coincidence’: ‘Impact Champion, Society Now, Issue 22 (Summer 2015),  p 28. 
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62. Sixthly, ROLE (or others) may seek to link to academic communities through the research 

councils.  The ESRC, for example, already undertakes extensive work with DFID with respect to 

research and impact, and it may be that these could be a fruitful model, an avenue or a source of 

promotion for ROLE to engage with academics.
37

  This is less likely to target legal academics 

specifically, but is highly likely to capture the attention of those who already engage heavily in 

impact activities.     

 

Example outreach communication 

63. The following provides example content for an email to legal academic networks to assist in 

effective communication and outreach to legal academic audiences. 

 

UK legal academics – opportunities to use your expertise to assist developing countries 

 

A new UK government programme 

 

ROLE UK is a new programme funded by the Department for International Development 

(DFID). It supports the pro bono provision of UK legal expertise to non-government 

organisations, communities, research and training bodies, governments, courts and other 

organisations or institutions in developing countries. 

 

Academic lawyers are highly valued experts. The ROLE UK programme provides outstanding 

opportunities for academics to make a difference in developing countries, bringing their skills 

and expertise to places they are greatly needed. 

 

There are opportunities across the full range of substantive law areas. Public and constitutional 

law, commercial and contract law, private law, international law and criminal law are among the 

areas of interest, but there is no limit to the areas of expertise that can arise. 

 

Most opportunities are either: 

 Short-term deployments (eg, 2-10 days) to provide training abroad 

 Desk-based analysis of documents that can be undertaken in the UK 

 Meetings (virtual or face-to-face in the UK) in the UK to provide advice or discuss 

issues 

 

ROLE UK will: 

 Alert academics to opportunities available to participate in ROLE UK work 

 Cover all expenses associated with a deployment (eg, travel, accommodation, 

subsistence) 

 Position academics within a larger project framework, linking them to others in the UK 

and partner countries working in the field 

 Evaluate all work done, providing academics with feedback from those who benefit 

from their contributions 

 Provide academics with written feedback that explains the impact of the work and the 

contribution of the academic’s work to that impact 

 Alert academics to opportunities to participate in meetings with ROLE UK, 

government and related bodies that engage in “lessons learned” work and explore 

further avenues for academic participation 

                                                           
37

 See for example, the activities relating to the ESRC-DFID Joint Fund for Poverty Alleviation Research 
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/international-research/international-development/esrc-dfid-joint-fund-for-poverty-alleviation-
research/. It is notable that if academic participants are limited to those with ESRC funding then it may not capture the 
spectrum of legal academics that could potentially contribute to ROLE programmes or other DFID or HMG activities. However, 
as a model for bringing people together it may be effective.  More generally, the ESRC’s ‘Impact Toolkit’ is directed towards 
academics from across the social sciences and aims to assist them in maximising impact 
(http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/impact-toolkit/), while evidence briefings (http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-
publications/evidence-briefings/) and impact case studies (http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/impact-case-
studies/) provide a wealth of examples of how research impact activities can work.  Similarly, the ESRC’s ‘impact champions’ 
may be useful points of engagement in some instances:    

http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/international-research/international-development/esrc-dfid-joint-fund-for-poverty-alleviation-research/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/international-research/international-development/esrc-dfid-joint-fund-for-poverty-alleviation-research/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/research/impact-toolkit/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/evidence-briefings/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/evidence-briefings/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/impact-case-studies/
http://www.esrc.ac.uk/news-events-and-publications/impact-case-studies/
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To find out more about opportunities and register your interest in participating: [LINK].  For 

inquiries, contact [EMAIL]. 

 

 

E. CONCLUSIONS  

 

64. Legal academics are a very large, very highly skilled group that has the potential to contribute 

substantially to law and development programming.  The available evidence suggests that they 

are currently under-utilised. There are challenges in reaching and engaging legal academics, but 

there are potentially remarkable benefits for the UK government and its agencies and 

programmes, for the developing countries and their communities that are the focus of assistance, 

and for the academic community.  ROLE and DFID are well placed to meet those challenges and 

increase legal academic participation in law and development programming. 

 

 


