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WelcomeIntroduction to Plymouth 
Marine Laboratory (PML)



About PML 

• Award-winning, independent research provider                                      
– at the forefront of marine research for c.50 years 

• c.160 employees based in Plymouth but with national and 
international projects everywhere from the Arctic to the 
South Pacific. 

• Multi-disciplinary research & state-of-the-art facilities to 
understand how the ocean works and interacts with society

  

Generating and applying the knowledge, 
evidence and capability needed to build 

a more equitable, sustainable and responsible 
relationship between society and our ocean, mutually 

benefiting both people and nature.
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WelcomeImpact team 
achievements 



From serendipity to strategy to core focus

Pre-2017: PML impactful but this relied largely on chance, 
supported by our interdisciplinary approach and 
presence at international events

2017: Growing interest in impact and use of approaches, 
underpinned by need to develop case studies for 
NERC-REF evaluation (2020)

2020: Creation of Impact Plan – sits alongside Science Plan

2025: Science, Technology and Impact Strategy – impact 
embedded in science strategy and challenges 

 become central focus.

Demonstrated by our new future strapline: 
“Delivering the Marine Science, Technology and Impact we need 
for a Healthy Future Ocean, benefiting People and Nature”



Impact case study examples

4 case studies submitted to NERC Evaluation Jan 2020

NERC Centres 
evaluation (REF)

Shaping policy and 
reducing marine 
plastic pollution

Valuing marine ecosystem 
benefits to inform policy and 
management approaches and 
provide evidence for the 
designation of protected areas

Ocean acidification:
ensuring national and 

international decision makers 
understand this global threat 

to set targets and inform 
international agreements 

Satellite-derived ocean front 
maps inform the designation of 
national and international areas 
for marine protection



NERC Evaluation results

Research Centre 4* 3* 2* 1*
Plymouth Marine Laboratory 42% 58%

National Centre for Earth Observation 33% 61% 6%

National Centre for Atmospheric Science 28% 66% 6%

British Antarctic Survey 27% 44% 27% 2%

National Oceanography Centre 17% 64% 19%

UK Centre for Ecology & Hydrology 12% 64% 21% 3%

‘“Considerable and 
some outstanding 
impact national and 
internationally on 
governments, business 
and public attitudes.

‘..well explained 
pathways from activity 
to impact and 
convincing evidence of 
the impacts’

Panel feedback to PMLScores awarded by independent panels using REF2020 methodology:
4* - outstanding impact
3* - very considerable impact
2* - considerable impact
1* - recognised but modest impact



Impact Plan conception – key drivers

• Retrospective approach was time consuming
• Evidence had been lost
• Missed opportunities to showcase impact in PML 

research outputs

Learn from process 
of developing impact 

case studies

• Identified incidences where PML’s research could 
have had an impact but fell short

• Not just having impact but maximising breadth and 
significance

Ensure impact 
opportunities 

are not missed

• Understand current level of knowledge / awareness
• Identify training needs
• Develop a strategic approach

Ensure 
understanding 

of impact across 
organisation

The development of PML’s Research Impact Plan was driven by several key insights and challenges 
identified during development of case studies for the NERC REF.



PML Impact Plan 
2021-2025

Part of our vision 
and structure

Training, tools, 
templates and guides

Recognised and 
rewarded, 

dedicated staff

Proposal development, 
project support

Regular updates, 
impact narratives



PML Research Impact Plan 2020-2025

“Out of over 60 strategies 
I reviewed from around 

the world, this & one other 
was at the top of the pile 
in terms of best practice“ 

Prof Mark Reed
Fast Track to Impact

Reed, M.S., Gent, S., Seballos, F., Glass, J., Hansda, R. and Fischer-Møller, M. 2022. ‘How can 
impact strategies be developed that better support universities to address twenty-first-century 
challenges?’ Research for All doi: 10.14324/RFA.06.1.24.



Welcome

Five key tips for success

1. Establish organisational buy-in 
2. Build internal relationships
3. Plan, plan, plan and adapt

4. Monitor and evaluate 
5. Nurture external collaborations

These are the core elements we deliver 
under on a day-to-day basis



Welcome
1. Establish 

organisational 
buy-in



Build impact into the fabric 
of the organisation

• We have always worked closely with senior 
management who (thankfully) value impact

• Provided clear focus and structure e.g. impact plan 

• Ensured impact recognised in internal rewards: 
promotion, bonuses, awards etc.

• Built trust in our expertise and commitment 
(not just impact but management, comms etc.)

• Contributed to high-level meetings and strategy 
development 

• This has underpinned the development of an impact 
culture



Make it easy and accessible to staff
• Provided inhouse training

– Stakeholder mapping
– Impact planning
– Monitoring and evaluation

• External offer e.g. UN Ocean 
Decade Committee

• Created internal resources
– Templates
– Guides
– links

• Staff feel more confident in 
incorporating impact into their work

• Not about adding to workload but 
changing the way they approach 
research



Welcome2. Build internal relationships



Build links across the organisation 
• We can’t do it on our own!
• Ensure teams are visible and accessible 

within organisation
• Coordinate interdisciplinary discussions and 

opportunities for collaboration e.g. monthly 
topic-based meetings with cake, open to all

• Embed impact champions in science areas 
that have specialist knowledge of key 
challenge areas

• Provide expertise and support
• Ask questions e.g. how can this be used?
• Fostered a collaborative environment where 

impact is everyone's responsibility



Ensure core teams work well together

IRISS: Integrated 
Research, Impact and 

Support Services

MarComms: 
Marketing and 

Communications

Research support
Project management
Evidence recording

Stakeholder 
engagement

Event planning and 
coordination

Reporting

Media relations
Narrative development

Graphic design
Website development

Social media
Content creation
Digital marketing

Impact
team

Strategy 
development

StIC leadership
Case study 

development
Proposal 
support
Training

Project management and 
impact coordination role 
combined in projects

Offices next door to 
each other / lots of 
cross over with 
members of IRISS and 
MarComms

Involvement of 
International 
Office to 
enhance 
global impact 

Be clear on roles of each 
group and individuals

Groups meet 
quarterly to 
ensure cross-over



Welcome3. Plan, plan, plan and 
adapt



For advice / support please email impact@pml.ac.uk

Plan for impact

• Start with the impact we want 
to have (not the science)

• By strategically thinking about 
the impact from the beginning 
we can increase the likelihood 
of realising it

• Use impact planning tools 
such as Theory of Change

• Codevelop with research users

PML Theory of Change: an example of a high-level aspirational 
plan. They can be constructed at different levels of detail.



For advice / support please email impact@pml.ac.uk

Impact Planning
Impact planning can increase 
the likelihood of realising 
impact.

Impact Monitoring
By planning our impact approach, 
we can plan how we will monitor 
and actively seek evidence of 
impact and the pathway to it.

Able to 
prove 
impact



Plan for monitoring impact and collecting evidence
• Plan how will collect evidence of 

impact and pathway to it 

• Use Monitoring, Evaluation and 
Accountability and Learning (MEAL) 
plans

• Identify the indicators of change and 
the means to gather evidence

• Actively seek evidence e.g. surveys, 
impact interviews

• Plan how will demonstrate 
significance and breadth of impact 
(REF criteria)

Impact Goals Indicators Assumptions / 
risks

Sources / 
target group(s) / 
Evidence needed / 
M&E tools to be 
used

ACTIONS

what 
'changes' does 
your project / 
activity aim to 
achieve?

How can we 
measure change?

Are you 
making presumptio
ns on availability 
of indicators?

Where 
will information 
come from?

Improved 
water quality

Levels of 
pollution (reports) 
decreased

Shellfish contamina
tion reduced

EA have to monitor 
– can we get data?

Cefas and 
FSA monitor – can 
we get data?

EA website / 
contact

Cefas / FSA 
water catchment 
ratings online

Check web
sites

Cefas 
reports

Reduced 
littering Behaviour change 

Education 
campaign will 
change behaviour

Local community Survey



Plan for communicating

• Have a clear purpose!
• Consider the audience from outset
• Include a clear call to action
• What do we want them to do / what 

is the application of the research?
• Target effort on impact ready cases
Examples
• Research briefs: 4 page summaries 

of research areas
• Individually tailored messages
• Accompanying business cards/ 

postcards for distribution at events
Communication materials aimed at CCS site managers. 



We adapted them to 
the needs for 
various events…

Plan for 
engagement

Problem tree Objective tree

Working with research 
users requires tailored 
approaches and 
creative thinking 

We tailor approaches to 
the purpose and context

Example:
Started with a classic 
problem and objective 
tree, although with a 
marine mangrove feel!

Adding a
 “mud layer” 
for actions 

needed

Discussing the 
actors needed to 

achieve impact and 
adding a little cloud 

for the ultimate 
benefit

Replacing the 
problem, with a 
more positive 

spin!



Example: Pirate 
ships!
The utopian tropical 
island – what would the 
situation look like in an 
ideal world?

What does the situation 
look like now? What are 
the strengths, identify 
any gaps in knowledge.

How do we sail our ship 
to attain our vision? 
What are the barriers 
and opportunities? Who 
will we need to engage 
to do what activities, 
what outputs are 
needed?



Welcome4. Monitor and 
evaluate impact 



Real time impact monitoring and evidence recording 
• Actively collect 

evidence of 
impact pathways

• Demonstrate 
material 
contribution

• Capture evidence 
before lost 

• Includes 
Researchfish and 
EU reporting 
criteria

Impact Plan – incorporates elements of Theory of Change and Logframe
activities | outputs | engagement | outcomes | impacts | benefits | assumptions and risks

MEAL Plan – Monitoring, Evaluation, Accountability and Learning
Impact goals | indicators | assumptions | monitoring tools | milestones | responsibility

Research activity – details of key project activities
outputs | achievements | task leader | dates | risks | future activity

Engagements – who we’ve been working with
description | relevance | location | key staff | audience | evidence

Outputs – reports, policy briefs, tools, diagrams, publications…
date | title | doi | purpose | specific contribution | stakeholders involved

Outcomes – applications, uses of outputs, knowledge generated…
date | where used | purpose | potential impact | evidence of use

Impact – a marked change in approach, behaviour, policy, practice or product 
type of impact | description | geographic scale | evidence available | evidence generation tasks

Actions required – a to do list of tasks from previous sheets
engagements | outputs | outcomes | impacts

Feedback – testimonials for use in future case studies
author | what does it corroborate | references | links



Welcome5. Nurture external 
relationships



• For research to have an impact it must be used by someone else

• Engaging research users from an early stage and codesigning 
proposals and outputs increases the likelihood of application

• Build trust and credibility

• Provide opportunities for collaboration
• Codevelopment workshops
• Impact events
• Visits to PML & secondments to research user organisations
• Non-academic conferences and events 

• Be responsive to their needs 
• Requests for information
• Inquiries / consultations - policy

External collaborations are key



Take a tailored approach
• Who needs to know?

• How can they use the research output?

• Where does it fit within their work / policies / processes?

• What is the hook?

Example: Artificial Light at Night (ALAN)

Significant impacts: for human health, bats, insect 
decline etc. and marine environment

Compounded by advent of LEDs: can penetrate deep 
into coastal waters (>40 metres beneath the surface)

Our aim: reduce light pollution

Marine impact of ALAN examples
• Disrupts the reproductive cycle of corals
• Disrupts behaviour and biological function of 

plankton species
• Reducing reproductive success of fish
• Altering predator-prey dynamics



Example actions - ALAN

Global organisation advocating for dark skies – working together to raise awareness of 
marine impacts and co-create criteria for ‘marine dark sky reserves’ 

Intergovernmental treaty to take action to conserve turtles – Provided maps 
overlaying ALAN with turtle nesting sites to identify hotspots. 
Presented to Scientific Committeee. Aiming to inform future management plans.

International accreditation for beaches, marinas and boats - Update award criteria 
to include measures to minimise light pollution on Blue Flag sites



WelcomeReflections and 
looking forward



Reflections
• The size and scale of the 

organisation has meant we were 
able to embed new approaches 
relatively quickly

• Whole-organization approach key

• Embedding impact in fabric of 
organisation 

• Commitment from senior 
management has been essential

• Dedicated staff time to impact



Reflections: Communication is key

• None of this would be possible without 
strong, effective communication both 
internally and externally

• We have put a lot of effort into how we 
communicate and engage people in our 
impact plan and approaches internally

• Raising awareness of research 
externally in a targeted and considered 
way is key to ensuring it resonates with 
research users 

• Not about one team but all of us 



What’s next

• Build on training offer, internally and 
externally

• Continue to seek external funding 
dedicated for impact

• Develop relationships 

• Testing and refining our methodology 
for challenge-led workshops 

• NERC - REF 2026



Further information
www.pml.ac.uk/impact
• Summary of impact plan
• Case studies

Email: impact@pml.ac.uk
(sends to both Jen and Dawn)

Get in touch

http://www.pml.ac.uk/impact
mailto:impact@pml.ac.uk


WelcomeThank you
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