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Abstract: 

Universities are engines of innovation and societal development, facing a policy dilemma: how to 

balance teaching with frontier research under external funding while preserving autonomy. Drawing on 

research-evaluation and knowledge-policy literature, this paper argues that external funding can amplify 

societal value when paired with integrated governance and alignment of scholarly values. The concept 

of “softening” boundaries between academia and funders is recast as productive collaboration, guided 

by Cash and Clark’s triad of salience, credibility, and legitimacy. I propose actionable pathways: (1) co-

design of research agendas to maintain rigour and relevance; (2) boundary-spanning governance that 

includes funders and stakeholders; (3) boundary objects and shared tools to enable cross-boundary 

work; (4) preserving legitimacy in evaluation to balance accountability with scholarly integrity. Policy 

implications include revising assessments to reward long-term impact, building trust-based governance, 

and employing metrics that capture broader value alongside outputs. Significance: reframed funder–

university relations sustain curiosity-driven inquiry while delivering broad social benefits. 
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Introduction  

Universities have long stood at the crossroads of teaching, knowledge creation, and social 

advancement. Historically conceived as autonomous institutions dedicated to educating future citizens 

and contributing to the stock of knowledge, they were initially valued primarily for their ability to confer 

degrees and produce graduates. Over time, however, the role of universities has broadened. They have 

come to be seen not only as producers of graduates but also as engines of innovation, problem-solving, 

and social and economic development (Fugazzotto, 2010). This expanded mandate creates a central 

policy dilemma: how can universities balance teaching with rigorous, frontier research while remaining 

responsive to societal needs and accountability requirements from funders? Scholars have argued that 

the policy environment is reshaping the identity and autonomy of universities (Henkel, 2005), and that 

institutions willing to adapt to these changes tend to perform better in a shifting landscape. 

In a given society, universities are crucial for capacity development and for cultivating the next 

generation of researchers. They are increasingly expected to translate knowledge into innovations that 

address social and economic challenges (Mohrman and Lawler III, 2014). Yet most university research 

relies on external funding, often from science granting councils (SGCs) and other public or private 

funders whose priorities may emphasise applied outcomes and societal impact. This dependence can 

alter research agendas, influence how questions are framed, and shape the trajectory of inquiry.  

When internal Research and Development (R & D) funding is insufficient, institutions become more 

reliant on external sources, presenting risks to academic autonomy and the unfettered pursuit of 

knowledge for its own sake (Laudel, 2006). Critics have argued that heavy reliance on externally funded 

research can threaten academic freedom and limit the independence of scholars to pursue curiosity-

driven inquiry. In this paper I argue that a nuanced view of impact and relevance can coexist with 

rigorous scholarship and that external funding, when alignment between scholarly values and robust 

governance that broaden the reach and applicability of research is sought. It is therefore highly plausible 

that when research is designed thoughtfully, it can augment social value by aligning itself with pressing 

societal needs and by building capacities that benefit many stakeholders or society. 

Rethinking the University - Funders Relationship: Integrated Governance for 

Societal Value 

Many national systems now require universities to demonstrate the outcomes and societal value of their 

research not only in terms of scholarly quality but also in terms of economic and social benefits. The 

UK’s Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) was among the pioneers of systematic performance 

evaluation, designed to inform funding distribution based on research quality, with a focus on outputs 

per researcher and international excellence (Barker, 2007). While such assessments aimed to allocate 
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resources efficiently and incentivise high standards, they have drawn critique for encouraging risk 

aversion, distorting teaching and research priorities, and privileging metrics over the broader quality and 

impact of scholarship (Kinne et. al., 2003; Bence and Oppenheim, 2005). The tension between objective 

measures and the complex, long-term nature of high-quality research remains a central debate in policy 

and administration. 

In this context, a growing body of scholarship emphasises the softening of boundaries between 

academia and funding agencies. Rather than viewing universities as isolated knowledge factories and 

funders as distant buyers of outcomes, I argue in support of (Cash and Clark, (2002) for more integrated, 

trust-based relationships characterised by shared aims, continuous dialogue, and governance 

structures that align incentives with learning and societal value. The idea is not to submerge academic 

autonomy within funding structures but to create collaborative arrangements in which researchers and 

policymakers co-create knowledge with clear pathways to impact. In this sense, the boundary is not 

simply a barrier to be overcome but a site for constructive collaboration, where credibility, legitimacy, 

and salience of knowledge are built through ongoing exchange. 

The Funders’ Perspective: Accountability, Impact, and Performance  

From the perspective of funders, external investment in university research is a vehicle for advancing 

public objectives and generating return on investment in the form of knowledge, technologies, skilled 

human capital, and social welfare. Government and public agencies often seek accountability through 

performance measurement and evidence of impact. Consequently, universities face increasing 

expectations to demonstrate outcomes: academic, economic, and societal, beyond the publication 

record alone. The word “impact” has become central to many funding regimes, with agencies designing 

calls, prioritising themes, and allocating funds to projects most likely to deliver tangible benefits. 

Evaluation regimes such as research assessments, performance-based funding, and strategic funding 

calls aim to ensure that scarce resources are directed toward high-quality, relevant, and potentially 

transformative research. The United Kingdom’s RAE, introduced in the late 1990s, became one of the 

most influential models in shaping these practices, with exercises conducted at five-year intervals and 

incorporating variables such as research output, international excellence, and, in later iterations, broader 

impact. Barker (2007) provides a critical view of the reform process and emphasises that assessment 

exercises were intended to inform funding decisions and drive quality improvement, but they also 

generated concerns about unintended consequences, including competitive pressures, defensiveness, 

and potential distortions in research behavior. 

Critics of evaluation-driven funding point to several problematic effects. Kinne et. al. (2003) argues that 

performance measurement in research evaluation can produce adverse long-term consequences, such 
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as an adversarial climate, perverse incentives, and a narrowing of scholarly focus toward metrics that 

are easier to quantify rather than toward meaningful contributions to knowledge and society. Bence and 

Oppenheim (2005) adds that research evaluation is inherently political and complicated by subjective 

judgments and institutional context. In parallel, others caution that demanded “impact” can reframe 

scholarly worth in ways that undervalue fundamental, curiosity-driven inquiry, which may be less readily 

linked to immediate societal benefits but is often the wellspring of major innovations over time. 

Geuna and Rossi (2015) discuss how the introduction of performance-based funding and enhanced 

accountability influences the behaviour of universities and researchers. They highlight potential trade-

offs between efficiency and creativity, and between short-run outputs and long-run capabilities. 

Bornmann (2012) and other scholars on research evaluation emphasise the need for appropriate metrics 

that complement qualitative judgments and provide a more complete picture of research quality and 

significance. Taken together, the literature suggests that evaluation systems matter a great deal but their 

design should avoid distorting incentives or privileging a narrow band of outcomes at the expense of 

broader scholarly value. 

Softening Boundaries: Theory and Practical Implications  

The “softening” of boundaries between universities and research-funding agencies refers to the gradual 

shift from a model in which funders simply allocate resources to a model of collaboration in which 

researchers and funders share problem framings, co-design research agendas, and participate in 

governance structures that align incentives with learning, legitimacy, and societal benefit. A foundational 

framework for thinking about knowledge-policy interfaces is offered by Cash and Clark (2002), who 

identify three critical ingredients for effective knowledge-policy exchange: salience, credibility, and 

legitimacy. Salience means that information is relevant and timely for decision-makers; credibility refers 

to the scientific trustworthiness and methodological rigour of the information; and legitimacy reflects the 

acceptance of the knowledge within the political or organisational context. Cash and Clark (2002) argue 

that trust between researchers and policymakers is essential for knowledge to move beyond language 

into action, and that both sides must respect each other’s constraints and goals. 

From this starting point, several pathways can help bridge academia and funding agencies: 

• Co-design of research agendas: In practice, funders and researchers collaborate to set 

priorities, define research questions, and shape study designs in ways that preserve 

scientific integrity while ensuring relevance to policy and practice. This approach draws on 

the idea of knowledge exchange as a two-way street rather than a one-directional transfer 

of results. 
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• Boundary-spanning governance: Some institutions deploy joint committees, advisory 

boards, or governance mechanisms that include researchers, funders, and external 

stakeholders. This can help align expectations, harmonise evaluation criteria, and build 

trust. 

• Boundary objects and shared tools: The notion of boundary objects’ artifacts that are 

adaptable across contexts while maintaining a common identity can facilitate cooperation 

across the lab - policy divide. Shared databases, impact reporting templates, and open 

access data platforms are examples of tools that support cross-boundary understanding 

without erasing disciplinary differences. 

• Emphasis on legitimacy and credibility: If funders and universities agree on credible 

methods for assessing research quality and societal relevance, the risk of misalignment 

diminishes. This requires transparent methodologies, open reporting, and ongoing dialogue 

about what constitutes credible evidence of impact. 

• Cultivating salience through co-produced knowledge: Research that addresses issues 

currently on the policy or public agenda is more likely to be used. Yet salience must be 

sustained through timely communication and tailored outputs that resonate with 

policymakers and practitioners. 

Regional and National Exemplars 

Different countries have offered instructive examples of how collaboration can be fostered without 

sacrificing scholarly autonomy. 

1. Australia has been described as actively promoting collaboration among universities, 

industry, and government to accelerate research translation and societal impact. This “triple 

helix” approach emphasises partnerships that connect knowledge creation with application, 

often through joint centres, industry-sponsored research, and policy-relevant funding 

streams (Burritt et. al., 2017; Etzkowitz, 2003; Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 1996). The goal 

is to shorten the distance from discovery to practice while preserving the integrity of 

academic inquiry. 

2. The UK’s experience with research assessment and impact evaluation illustrates both the 

potential and the tensions of integrating accountability with scholarly freedom. The RAE 

framework explicitly includes impact case studies, which broadens evaluation beyond 

traditional indicators. Proponents argue that such measures incentivise researchers to 

consider societal relevance, while critics worry that the emphasis on impact can distort 

research priorities or lead to risk aversion (Geuna and Rossi, 2015). The UK case remains 

a focal point for debates about how to balance utility with academic excellence. 
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3. The Technology and Human Resources for Industry Programme (THRIP) in South Africa 

was established to enhance the domestic industry by promoting research and technology 

development while increasing the number of skilled professionals in these sectors (Letseka, 

2005). THRIP does this by promoting partnerships among industry, educational institutions, 

and research organisations. THRIP has substantially advanced South African industry by 

facilitating research and development and improving workforce skills. Significant 

accomplishments encompass: promoting collaboration between industry and academia, 

advancing innovation across multiple sectors, facilitating economic growth via job creation 

and enhanced competitiveness, and aiding students in the development of technical skills.   

Co-Governance and Incentive Design for Academia-Funder 

Collaboration  

To operationalise the softening boundaries between academia and funding agencies, consider a 

framework built around three interlocking elements: governance, incentive design, and knowledge 

exchange processes (see Figure 1.). 

Governance should be built around joint or parallel governance bodies that include representation from 

universities and funders. These bodies oversee the co-design of research priorities, monitor progress, 

and adjudicate conflicts of interest. The governance structure should articulate how autonomy, 

accountability, and collaboration are balanced and how disputes are resolved. 

Incentive design should align incentives across actors to reward high-quality scholarship as well as 

meaningful engagement with societal actors. This means designing funding calls, evaluation criteria, 

and recognition mechanisms that value methodological rigour, transparency, openness, 

interdisciplinarity, and public-facing contributions such as policy briefings, open data, and scalable 

innovations. Avoid overreliance on singular metrics and acknowledge the value of long-horizon impact. 

Knowledge exchange processes should institutionalise continuous, two-way knowledge exchange 

between researchers and funders. This includes joint scoping workshops, mid-project reviews, policy-

relevant syntheses, and co-authored outputs that translate findings into actionable insights without 

compromising scientific integrity. Emphasise salience (relevance to current policy or practice), credibility 

(valid methods and robust evidence), and legitimacy (acceptance within the governance ecosystem). 
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Figure 1: Academia – Funder Collaboration Model 

Conclusion  

The boundary between academia and research funding agencies is a dynamic interface where trust, 

shared understanding, and deliberate governance can generate mutual benefits. The shift toward more 

collaborative, accountable, and impact-oriented research systems reflects a broader societal 

expectation that knowledge be useful, relevant, and responsible. Yet the enduring value of universities 

as autonomous centres of inquiry where curiosity, critical thinking, and rigorous methodology prevail 

remains essential. The challenge is to design and manage funding and governance arrangements that 

preserve scholarly independence while enabling researchers to address pressing societal challenges 

with credibility and legitimacy. 

A practical path forward involves embracing co-design of research agendas, developing boundary-

spanning governance structures, and investing in governance and reporting mechanisms that 

emphasise credible, salient, and legitimate knowledge. By doing so, universities and funding agencies 

can flourish in a system that respects academic contributions while maximising social value. In the end, 

the most resilient and impactful research ecosystems will be those in which researchers and funders 

collaborate as partners sharing purposes, aligning incentives with learning, and continually refining 

processes to ensure that knowledge informs policy and practice in ways that are rigorous, ethical, and 

beneficial for all. 
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