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The UK government has recently made higher education funding of anthropological research partially
dependent on its social ‘impact’. Based on work in higher education and fifty interviews with
anthropologists trained in Britain, this article analyses the implications of these impact requirements. It
shows that anthropologists generally share government desires for their work to have a societal effect,
but that impact, as understood in the United Kingdom’s dominant research measurement exercise
known as the Research Excellence Framework (REF), is marked by a series of important practical and
conceptual limitations. On a practical level, it underestimates the social effects of teaching, relies on an
overly limiting notion of evidence, and significantly restricts the scope of permissible research. On a
conceptual level, impact measurement cannot fully grasp the nature or effect of anthropology, insofar
as the latter is a critical science that contributes to the constant renewal of audit’s own
politico-epistemic foundations. This exposes an important limitation of audit practices more widely,
which has so far received little scholarly attention: audits are in several ways incapable of grasping
sociocultural critique.

Government audit and demands for impact
Between 2011 and 2014, a bureaucratic exercise took place across the United Kingdom
that may strike outside observers as remarkable. During this period, the four main
higher education funding bodies of England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland
requested that higher education institutions around the country describe the quality of
their research to them. As part of this exercise, 154 institutions submitted 1,911 summaries
of their research activity to panels of mostly academic assessors, who then reviewed
and graded them under the oversight of funding body representatives.1 This process,
which cost an estimated £246m (Stern 2016: 6) is known as the Research Excellence
Framework (REF) and was the latest instalment of the United Kingdom’s national
research assessment exercises. In contrast to previous assessment rounds, which have
been carried out on average every five years since 1986, this one relied more heavily on
the use of metrics (REF 2015a).

The REF’s stated goal was to enable funding bodies and the public to assess the
quality of research in higher education institutions in the United Kingdom (REF 2011: 4).
In practice, this meant that REF officials would render the diversity of higher education
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activities in different institutions commensurable with one another, assign value
judgements to their similarities and differences, quantify these judgements, and thereby
create ordinal institutional research rankings. This assessment was meant to provide
accountability for public research funding, by providing ‘evidence of the benefits of
this investment’ (REF 2011: 4). Apart from these far-reaching goals, the REF also served
as a rather mundane benchmarking exercise, enabling policy-makers to allocate an
estimated annual £1.6bn2 to the country’s higher education institutions, based on
whether or not they conformed to increasing government expectations of providing
‘value for money’.3 As such, the REF increasingly serves as a model for research quality
evaluations in other countries (Brenneis 2009: 266), even if academics in more poorly
funded systems continue to resist it (Corsı́n Jiménez 2008: 230).

One would expect such a wide-ranging bureaucratic exercise to operate with clearly
defined parameters of what constitutes high-quality research. In the REF of 2014,
however, the ambiguous nature of the object of measurement (i.e. ‘research excellence’)
stood in stark contrast to the sharp numerical scores allocated to it. Thus, research
excellence was understood to consist of 65 per cent of research ‘outputs’, 20 per cent of
research impact (as well as attempts made at enabling such impact), and 15 per cent of the
research ‘environment’ (as well as concerted contributions made to this environment)
(REF 2011: 47). Thereby, the REF defined research quality to be a mixture of its own
essence (namely, the amount and quality of research output), its effect beyond academia,
efforts made at increasing this effect, the environment from which it sprang, and efforts
at improving this environment. While each aspect of this definition is interesting in its
own right, I will here focus on the attempts at measuring ‘social impact’, since this was
one of the defining novelties of the latest REF, cause of considerable public debate (Hall
& Sanders 2015), and a disproportionately expensive part of the whole exercise (Stern
2016).4 Since ‘the funding bodies consider that the introduction of this new element
in UK research assessment in REF 2014 has been successful’ (Hefce 2016: 18), impact
is likely to play an equally important role in the upcoming audit round of 2021 (Hefce
2016: 29).

Studying ‘impact measurement’ throws a new light on the established anthropology
of audit. Historically, the rise of audit in the United Kingdom is linked to changes
in the higher education system since the 1980s. It accompanied Thatcher government
reforms aimed at shrinking the role of the state and modelling public sector work on
market logics (Shore 2008: 287-9). Here, audit techniques, advanced in commerce and
business, were being reintegrated into British education, from where they had in part
originated (Strathern 1996: 5). They now underpinned the ascent of a managerial ideal
of higher education, replacing the notions that universities may be autonomous cultural
institutions, or public agencies primarily governed through legislation and budgetary
policy (Shore & Wright 2004: 104). This rise of audit was not specific to the educational
sector but part of a wider ‘audit explosion’ during the 1980s, which encompassed so
many different aspects of UK social life that the term ‘audit society’ has become apposite
to describe it (Power 1994; 1999).

Social scientists have successfully argued that audit practices are about far more than
abstract sense-making. Thus, audit has served as a moralistic technology throughout its
history, initially used in education to enable personal improvement but soon imbued
with the values of commerce and financial management (Strathern 1996; 2000). It
reconfigures prevailing understandings of trust as relations of ‘accountability’: that
is, relations of distrust that are in need of highly bureaucratized policing (Power
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1994: 13). While British university funding used to be allocated according to the
number of researchers employed, audit exercises such as the REF have served as an
enabling technology for hierarchical funding practices. In rewarding research success
and punishing research failure, they promote the value of stratified competition (Shore
& Wright 2015: 425). However, audit’s normative force is not straightforward, as
overtly promoted values like accountability may turn out to undermine themselves
upon implementation (Hall & Sanders 2015), and because the normative slippage
between measuring phenomena and turning measurements themselves into targets
turns audit all too frequently into a virtuous exercise in and of itself (Anders
2008).

Studies have also pointed out audit’s power effects, depicting it as ‘a new form of
coercive and authoritarian governmentality’ (Shore & Wright 1999: 557). Audit is usually
carried out by a powerful ‘principal’ who would like to know about the activities of
his or her relatively powerless ‘agents’ (Power 1994), making it akin to technologies of
hierarchical control. At the same time, it has broadly encompassing effects, shifting
the purpose of institutions as much as the daily practices and self-understandings
of the actors involved in them. Much of audit’s legitimating power is in fact grounded
in the ability of auditors to express political issues, such as the reasons for surveillance,
its frequency, focus, and effects in the seemingly technical language of data-gathering,
policy assessment and examination (Shore & Wright 1995).

A third relevant theme concerns audit’s epistemic affordances. Often hailed as
technology that renders social life transparent, audit has been shown to create
various moments of opacity and uncertainty. It tends to introduce a whole new
sub-group of epistemic mediators (e.g. auditors) into existing social groups, as
well as a new kind of language and domain of expertise into which existing
concepts and practices must be translated (Strathern 2006b: 192). In its reliance
on epistemic techniques associated with accounting (Power 2003: 188), audit
knowledge is defined by its assumed future ‘decision-usefulness’ (Maurer 2002:
650): in other words, by the expectation that all knowledge gathered will be of
practical relevance in expected moments of decision-making. Nonetheless, audit is
of a very abstract nature, often aiming not directly at the subjects, practices, and
objects immediately involved in a productive process but instead at the ‘control of
control’: that is, at creating and improving the numbers, graphs, and tables held
to reflect and commensurate vast amounts of concrete activity (Power 1999: 12).
This is made evident in audit’s seemingly wide applicability, and in its heavy reliance
on numerical indicators (Merry 2011). Thus, Shore and Wright have recently defined
audit not via its content, but via its form: namely, as a series of managerial rationales,
techniques and principles that can seemingly be of use in all aspects of society, ‘from
the provision of safe nurseries . . . to the execution of war’ (2015: 422).

The ubiquity of audit has warranted anthropological attention as to how it may
differ across institutional settings, cultures, practices, and objects (Kipnis 2008; Merry
2011; Stein 2017). This article provides one such exploration, inquiring into whether
the application of audit to academic anthropology may tentatively allow us to establish
where audit’s limits might lie. Based on my own training and work in British higher
education institutions as well as fifty interviews with anthropologists educated in the
United Kingdom who work both inside and outside of academia, this article compares
efforts at impact measurement to the social efficacy that anthropology has.5 After
highlighting some of the practical limits of impact as understood in the REF, it
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foregrounds a conceptual tension that inhibits the application of audit to anthropology
more widely. While the REF relies on the stability of existing conceptual assemblages
that focus on quantitative measurement and are of a utilitarian bent, anthropology is
here shown to be a critical practice that provides alternative views of how human lives
can be led. As such, it drives change in and provides a discursive alternative to the
moral, epistemic, and political underpinnings of audit regimes. It is this challenge to its
own foundations that audit cannot grasp, making anthropology to an important extent
unmeasurable.6

Anthropology’s moral economy: a desire for social efficacy
In order to understand how profoundly the introduction of impact measurement
affects UK social anthropology, one should acknowledge that the choice of getting
a degree or a job in the field in the first place is usually not driven by financial
considerations. In fact, anthropology is increasingly a line of work that students
choose in spite of its poor economic prospects relative to other academic subjects.
As part of the humanities and social sciences, anthropology’s mean graduate starting
salary of around £18k sits firmly within the lower third of university degrees
(De Vries 2014: 28-31), as does the likelihood of getting a professional job after graduation
(De Vries 2014: 33-6). In times when the average UK student leaves university with
an astonishing £44k of debt (De Vries 2014), choosing to study anthropology means
selecting a level of indebtedness that is roughly 250 per cent of future annual income,
provided one manages to obtain a professional job. The situation does not improve
markedly for those anthropologists who attempt to build an academic career. Between
2006 and 2012, the number of Ph.D. graduates in the United Kingdom expanded by
20 per cent, leading to the creation of a new periphery of workers with increasingly
insecure job prospects, who work around the existing core of established academics
(Afonso 2014; Mills 2003: 22). Among those I interviewed, this situation seemed to
affect women more than men, since the prospects of childbirth were hard to combine
with moving from one temporal research contract to another, pushing several women
out of the academic job market after their Ph.D. but before obtaining the job security
of a lectureship.

The lack of economic incentives indicates that anthropological work, whether carried
out by a student or by paid academics, merits being analysed at least in part as a morally
inflected profession. Max Weber (2004 [1919]) famously made the analytical distinction
between vocations that people ‘live off’ from those they ‘live for’, and research on
anthropologists shows that they fall mostly into the latter end of that analytical spectrum.
They consider their work to be important far beyond its economic payoff, and they
deem themselves to remain part of their profession even when their official job titles
say otherwise (Spencer, Jepson & Mills 2011). This vocational view of anthropology
has also come through very strongly in the interviews on which this article is based.
The vast majority of the fiction writers, journalists, NGO workers, state officials, and
private sector employees who agreed to talk with me continued to consider themselves
anthropologists, regardless of the fact that this was not their job title. A similarly intense
identification with the discipline is evident in academic writing, where anthropological
work is frequently depicted as a means by which researchers come to understand more
about themselves (Kuper 2010: 141), try to establish relations of correspondence with
the world (Ingold 2013: 7), or engage in practices of reflective self-formation (Laidlaw
2014: 216).
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Anthropologists in the United Kingdom thus do not mechanically respond to
economic incentives, but they partake in a moral economy (E.P. Thompson 1971), in that
their work activity is structured to a large extent around non-economic considerations
of what constitutes a right and a good life in light of the values, norms, and affects
they abide by (Fassin 2009a; 2012; Herzfeld 2015). Interviewees did not always consider
this a positive feature of anthropological work, as it can foster rather than remedy an
exploitative academic work environment. Thus, one of the women I spoke to, who now
works in the financial sector, explained that the pressures to publish and to obtain grant
money while doing a Ph.D. had destroyed her confidence in herself. However, in the
light of its moral intensity, it should not be surprising that anthropologists generally
have a great desire for their work to reach an audience beyond the confines of the
academy. In fact, the case for the discipline’s potential practical relevance stretches from
the writings of Malinowski (e.g. 1929; 1930; 1945) to recent calls for social significance
on both sides of the Atlantic, including those by Ingold (2016: 383), Kirsch (2002), and
Mullings (2015).

While this desire for social efficacy may be characteristic of academia more widely,
those I interviewed stressed that in the case of anthropology, the reliance on long-
term participant observation lay at the heart of it. As the only discipline in the social
sciences and the humanities in which field research lasts over a year, it systematically
enables researchers to build personal, even intimate, social ties with the people they
study (Keane 2003: 223). On the one hand, this means that anthropologists are bound
by their method to participate in people’s daily lives, whereby their research activity
already obtains a degree of social influence that far surpasses that of other social sciences
and the humanities researchers. In the words of one anthropologist who now works as
Research Officer for a UK government department (see also Robinson 2014):

In terms of our methodology we are the most involved discipline there is. Our whole research method
is based on participant observation and on getting to know people. This brings a level of engagement
that other disciplines simply do not have. I think there is an interesting disconnect between this [fact]
and the claims to impact that other social science disciplines may make.

On the other hand, ethnographic research presupposes some degree of empathy,
insofar as it aims at an interpretative understanding of the people whom anthropologists
study (Geertz 1974), and it often takes place in politically active environments. These two
factors may in turn catalyse feelings of sympathy towards informants as well as public
engagement on the side of the researcher, even if they by no means guarantee it. One
illustrative example is the research experience of Marcus Colchester, anthropologist
and founder of the NGO Forest Peoples Programme, which promotes the rights of
indigenous people. For his Ph.D. research, he spent over two years living in the upper
Orinoco river of current-day Venezuela, an experience that he describes thus:

I became more and more indignant . . ., in particular when I saw so many people dying of introduced
diseases because mining was coming into the area at the time. I was working for the government of
Venezuela as a regional co-ordinator for the national census . . ., working out that 25 per cent of the
population of some villages had died in the past year. These people were obviously deeply traumatized
and I had seen them dying and getting ill in the places where I was working as well, which was terribly
upsetting. Traumatic almost. So I decided I had to do something about all this institutional neglect
and racism rather than just pursuing my own interests. That is when I converted from being an
academic to being an activist.
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Martina Salvatierra, who got her Ph.D. in anthropology in the late 1990s, describes a
similar experience. She is now a Senior Social Development Specialist in charge of the
World Bank’s response to the refugee crisis in parts of the Mediterranean, and explains
the lasting effect of anthropology on her work as follows:

[For my Ph.D. research] I have stayed in a refugee camp for a year and a half. Just to have that
experience as a development practitioner is transformative. I will fortunately never know what it is
like to be poor or be faced with those constraints and challenges, but I have gone as far as possible to
understand what it feels like to live as a poor person day by day. Hopefully everything I do today [at
the World Bank] will be designed with that in mind.

Anthropologists therefore often share a heartfelt desire to endow their work with some
kind of social effect, regardless of whether or not government audits require them to
do so (see also Simpson 2016: 3). Thus, the issue of whether or not anthropological
research should have an impact does not seem particularly controversial. The point of
contention really lies in the kind of social effects that may be reasonable and desirable
to aim for.

Competing understandings of impact
For the purposes of the REF, social impact7 was very broadly 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’, assessed in terms of
its ‘reach and significance’.8 It was therefore neither restricted by its object (one could
have impact on activities, attitudes, understandings, or policies), its kind of audience
(impact could include individuals, organizations, and communities) or its geographical
location (impact could be had anywhere, from one’s locality to an international sphere).
Moreover, impact could either be observable in the real world, or it could be preventative,
by pre-empting the negative attributes of a potential world. However, a series of
substantive conceptual boundaries nonetheless existed, and I will here foreground
three of these that stood in particularly stark tension with the understandings of social
efficacy put forward by the people I interviewed.

Firstly, the social effect of teaching was explicitly excluded, since impact had to aim
directly at parts of society outside of academia (REF 2011: 26-7). This definition stands
in direct contradiction to the views of the majority of interviewees, who predominantly
attribute the lasting effect that anthropology has on their lives to the teaching that they
have received. What continued to matter to those who now work outside of academia
were not specific research findings generated during their time at university. Instead,
they stressed time and again that anthropology still played an important part in their
lives, because teaching its general curriculum had been eye-opening. Here is how Ian,
an anthropologist and business consultant, describes how he came to the discipline:

I remember the moment when I was converted from [other subjects I was taking] to anthropology.
It was during my first supervision, when my supervisor was talking about not making assumptions.
She had a fascinating way of teaching the anthropology timeline, [explaining] where Evans-Pritchard
and Foucault fit into it. I thought that Foucault’s work was unbelievable, so we started to talk about
the nature of reality . . . This was absolutely life-changing.

While the next REF audit may potentially acknowledge ‘impacts on teaching’ (Hefce
2016), it is likely to remain blind to teaching itself as a form of research impact. This
is surprising insofar as the material that anthropologists teach stems from research.
It also clashes with the statements of interviewees who argued that teaching allowed
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them to consider reality critically. To the extent to which critical thinking is a mutual
process between teacher and student, in which both sides learn from each other (Freire
2000 [1970]: 75), the current creation of a separate UK audit exercise around ‘teaching
excellence’9 is questionable, as it further entrenches the division between teaching and
research.

The lasting effect of anthropological teaching also indicates how problematic the
REF’s foundational dividing line of academic teaching and non-academic impact was to
the people who spoke with me. While some used the study of anthropology to continue
pre-existing projects of political activism, others remained in academia because they
could use it as a hub from which to provide policy advice or to answer questions that
other institutions would not allow them to work on. Take the case of Marc Austin: as
an anthropology undergraduate in the United Kingdom he organized a three-month
trip together with some colleagues deep into the Peruvian Amazon, an experience that
he says ‘changed his life completely’. Moved by the troubles of indigenous communities
vis-à-vis rapidly encroaching loggers, he returned to the area as a volunteer for two
years after his undergraduate degree, in order to help them with their efforts to secure
land rights and compensation. Subsequently, he pursued a Ph.D. in anthropology ‘in
order to better understand and articulate the community’s concerns and the context of
social injustice and ecological destruction which [they] were trying to reverse’. For Marc,
the Ph.D. not only served as a means for improving our understanding of Amazonian
indigenous peoples, but it equally provided him with the funding, social prestige, and
temporal flexibility necessary for advocacy work. It was ‘a tool to continue supporting
the community, without being restricted by requirements of being part of an institution,
which can be overly formal’.

A similar, if less immediately political, example is the answer given by Li Na,
anthropologist, filmmaker and postdoctoral researcher, to the question why she did
a Ph.D. in anthropology:

I have never been clear about my career path. The Ph.D. just gives me time and people to work with,
so as to pursue particular inquiries I have in mind. I am inquiry-driven rather than career-driven, so
I do not see myself as an academic. Rather, I intentionally took advantage of anthropology, making
use of it in order to have my own voice.

Tragically then, the REF, as an auditing exercise which is meant to soften the divide
between academic and non-academic life (Stern 2016: 9), does in fact conceptually
strengthen it, by making it the basis for its moral, political, and epistemic intervention.
In attempting to overcome a division, it postulates and fosters it.

Apart from excluding teaching, REF impact was also distinguished from mere
‘dissemination’ by its reliance on evidence. The argument went that ‘although social
science can seek to, and succeed in, changing the climate of ideas, the REF criteria made
it clear that claims for impacts of this type – as well as others – must be supported by
evidence of such change . . . [while] dissemination alone does not represent impact in
the context of the REF’ (REF 2015b: 19). This controversial distinction (cf. Hefce 2016:
19) raised the question of what exactly counted as evidence. While REF officials did ‘not
wish to pre-judge forms of evidence’ (REF 2012: 71-2), they made clear that descriptions
of impact activities were not going to be good enough. Instead, evidence would have to
point to social effects or outcomes of impact work. Such proof had to be documented,
and could appear, for example, in the form of citations in journalistic articles and policy
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documents, testimonies by policy-makers, or quantitative data reflecting organizational
performance (REF 2012: 71-2).

This definition of evidence as a documented effect makes several moral properties of
audit particularly obvious. For example, it shows that REF requirements cannot value
public engagement for its own sake. Blind to deontological reasons for working towards
social effects – that is, blind to activities that spring primarily from notions of duty
or obligation – this form of audit (and, arguably, audit more generally) rewards only
consequentialist understandings of social engagement, in which actor motives remain
uncountable and thereby lose all relevance. Moreover, the evidence requirements of
impact instantiate audit as a technology of distrust, in which mere assertions about
social effects by academics are not good enough. The academic cannot be trusted
to work towards social change out of her own volition, and neither can her verbal
assurances that this is the case. Thirdly, audit assumes that the burden of proof regarding
social effects lies with academics, not with the government or the funding body. So, in
addition to carrying out research and disseminating it, it is now also the researchers’
task to investigate and provide timely proof of the social efficacy of their work.

All this set aside, the practical point that turned out to be problematic to interviewees
was that the REF’s evidence requirements were reliant on written recognition by
non-academic institutions. This proved challenging, because social effects do not
systematically leave such traces. Here is what Prof. Jo Boyden, head of the Young
Lives study at the University of Oxford, thinks about this. The study she directs traces
the lives of 12,000 children in Ethiopia, India, Peru, and Vietnam over time, with the
explicit goal of informing policy:

It is very difficult to get attribution . . . If somebody tells me that [policy-makers] actually cited Young
Lives in a meeting, I might be thinking, wow, this is impact . . . The trouble is that I was not there
and . . . I do not know whether a decision from that meeting resulted in a policy shift. We now ask
the policy-makers we know well to endorse our work or write us an email of attribution. However,
whether this is possible or not often depends on the political context . . . If you can say that you
have influenced the way somebody thinks about the world, I think this is already pretty important
[impact]. However, if we as researchers are going to be required to say that a government invested x
amount of money in a policy because of evidence provided by anthropologists . . . then this raises
issues of showing direct relationships of cause and effect.

While demands for written ‘impact evidence’ thus do not adequately reflect the
dynamics of influencing policy, they risk reducing social efficacy to an elaborate form
of impression management, in which those academics who are best at gaining official
attribution are considered to be the most socially engaged. Examples for such ‘pretence
impact’ were provided by interviewees who prefer to remain anonymous.

At the same time, demands for evidence raised a second, subtler practical concern.
The REF’s definition of impact pushes anthropologists to engage more frequently with
those people who are most likely to provide socially and politically acceptable written
evidence in the first place: that is, corporate institutions, capable of writing reports
or memos. Impact as defined by the REF thus does not seem to be ‘social’ as much
as ‘corporate’ in nature, and the most successful ‘impact case studies’ were those that
closely engaged with various layers of government and non-governmental institutions
(e.g. Jarman & Bryan 2015).10 Channelling research according to corporate demands
is also the unequivocal goal of the Dowling Review of Business-University Research
Collaborations (2015), mentioned explicitly in the latest REF documents (Hefce 2016:
15). Indeed, this also seems to be the expectation among UK civil service officials, who
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apparently mention the REF’s new impact component in internal meetings, in the hope
that academics will in the future be more interested in working with policy-makers.11

However, it is important to see that the societal effect of anthropological research
is not always on the side of such evidence-producing entities. Take the example of
interviewee James Myers, lifelong political advocate of the human rights and land rights
of a sub-Saharan ethnic group of around 10,000 people. His work in their defence, which
stretches back to the 1970s, was mostly carried out against the corporate institutions of
their country’s government and private sector. According to contemporary REF impact
criteria, however, his work would be considered to have significantly more impact if he
stood on the document-producing side of this conflict. If the group in question was
constantly publishing glossy reports on how the work by Prof. Myers supported their
struggle, a case for impact may be more easily made. However, when studying non-elite
and non-corporate groups, anthropologists themselves are often the only people who
provide documentary evidence of their political and economic concerns.

A third important aspect of the REF’s definition of impact has to do with
its temporality. In the United Kingdom’s current grants-awarding and academic
employment structure, research staff are not paid for finished research products but
instead given money and positions for promises regarding future work. Since the next
REF assessment is always looming on the horizon, it heightens the ‘new promissory
atmosphere’, in which academics specialize in prospective rhetoric and speculation, akin
to the anticipatory temporalities of managerial and economic knowledge production
(Strathern 2011a, drawing on Sunder Rajan 2006; Guyer 2007). Increasingly specific
promises have to be made about social impact, as well as research output. This clashes
with the inherently unforeseeable outcomes of ethnographic research. Consider the
following account by one person I interviewed:

[My research trajectory] has been a slightly unlikely one and I could not have replicated it if I wanted
to. I was initially interested in fair trade so I went to Ghana to look at the impact it was having on
small-scale producers. While I was there, I developed an interest in the issue of child labour in cocoa
production. This was over sixteen years ago at a time when nobody was talking about this topic and
the people I researched were considered very obscure . . . Within less than six months of starting
my Ph.D., a team of investigative journalists from the UK went to West Africa and found children
were working in cocoa production. This caused a huge scandal and suddenly everyone wanted to
talk about the issue. It was on the front page of the papers, and campaigning groups and [politicians
began holding] chocolate companies to account . . . My Ph.D. went in a matter of days from complete
obscurity to everyone wanting to know more about it.

The research project described here led to a follow-up study commissioned by a cocoa
producer so as to guide a £3.2m investment to reduce child labour. It would currently
make for an excellent ‘impact case study’, yet it was largely unforeseeable. Far from
being the exception, long-term research based on participant observation tends to be
inherently serendipitous (Rivoal & Salazar 2013), so much so that anthropology Ph.D.
students in the United Kingdom are actively encouraged in their training to be very
open to a potential mismatch between the topic of interest outlined in their research
proposals and the issues that their post-fieldwork writing actually deals with. This
serendipity does not end with the writing process, but stretches far into the afterlife
of ethnographic publications (Fassin 2015; 2017). However, as a result of regular REF
audits, higher education institutions that fund or employ anthropologists will want
certainty as to the impact of their future work, which can only be given if the scope
of anthropological inquiry is limited by ignoring unforeseen research avenues and if a
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fictitious certainty as to the social effects of published monographs is provided ex-ante.
Here audit aims to shape the object under analysis in its own image, by substituting
what may be a useful but largely unforeseeable method of knowledge production and
dissemination with one with anticipatable and immediate practical utility.12

Some of the people who talked to me valued an approach to research that had much
more immediate, foreseeable, and practically useful effects. One interviewee, who uses
ethnography to inform policy and business, does so because it allows him to achieve
‘the best of both worlds’. As he put it: ‘You can be academically rigorous, theoretically
sophisticated, and from a research perspective very button-down, and you can deliver
really useful stuff for businesses’. In the light of competing visions as to how practical
research should be, it is worth highlighting that one of the most important social effects
of anthropology, namely its contribution to the constant assessment and renewal of the
cultural categories through which we live our lives, operates only in the very long term.
To outline this point further, it is necessary to consider anthropology to be a form of
sociocultural critique.

Anthropology as sociocultural critique
In discussing the national research audit that preceded the REF, Strathern (2006a: 194)
has provided a first series of ways in which anthropological research is different to
managerial knowledge creation promoted in dominant UK audit regimes. According to
Strathern, academic researchers frequently discard information, they judge arguments
based on how well they fit together, and they create moments of certainty only so as to
then explore the instants of uncertainty that arise as part of this process. Building on
this initial comparison between research and audit knowledge, I will here contrast audit
with anthropology as a form of sociocultural critique, drawing principally on interviews,
rather than on the analysis of academic publications (cf. Marcus & Fischer 1999 [1986]).
While the assessment of anthropology on the same panel as development studies during
the 2014 REF implies an understanding of it as the study of peoples who live in the
‘Global South’, it has long been established that considering anthropology to be the study
of non-Westerners is both outdated and conceptually inadequate (MacClancy 2002).
This has been confirmed by several interviewees, who did not define the discipline via
its object but stressed that it had provided them with an altered approach to the world as
such (e.g. Stein 2016: 28). In describing the discipline as ‘eye-opening’, ‘mind-blowing’,
or rendering people ‘more understanding and open minded’, interviewees stressed
that they had learned to cultivate a sense of wonder and unease towards the world,
rather than taking it for granted. It is via this acquired disposition that anthropology
continues to be valued by them as a source of sociocultural critique, rather than as a
study of pre-defined groups of people. In fact, rather than being merely a descriptive
endeavour, anthropology has always also been a critical activity, one that is marked by
systemic scepticism (Carrithers 2005: 435) and goes so far as to question the ontological
foundations of social life itself (e.g. Scott 2016).

This aspect of it can be traced back to the European Enlightenment, as part of which
anthropology arose not only as a driver of European colonialism, but also as a persistent
quest for knowledge that destabilized the established conceptual orders of all peoples
involved (Hastrup 2007). Following this tradition, the term ‘critique’ is here not used
as referring to an a priori normative stance on the world that justifies a denunciatory
project aimed at social change, even though such an immediately politically inflected
understanding of critique may often be a driving force for anthropological work as well
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(Lem & Leach 2002; Nader 1972 [1969]; Scheper-Hughes 1995). Instead, it is taken in a
more general, epistemic sense, of undermining taken-for-granted views and providing
its writers, readers, speakers, and listeners with empirically grounded alternatives as to
how human lives can be led.

At least three defining aspects of anthropology enable this critical function. Firstly,
the discipline has historically been driven by a willingness for cross-cultural and cross-
temporal comparison. For those I interviewed, finding out that family life, political
institutions, and everyday patterns of production, consumption, and exchange could
be organized very differently had a lasting effect on them. The mere act of being
confronted with a description of the lives of others already bears the potential of
instilling an enduring critical mind-set in students and readers of anthropological
work, one that may be just as unsettling as it is liberating. As Hannerz has put it:
‘[A]ny claim that anthropology can have to unusual critical insight is in fact based on
its special relationship to diversity – to the knowledge that other ways of thinking and
acting are possible’ (2010: 49). Anthropology, as the most radically comparative social
science, makes the most out of this knowledge, by systematically likening topics and
entities that other academic disciplines may deem perfectly incommensurable (Lazar
2012; Strathern 2005: 91).

Secondly, anthropology’s critical potential arises from the analysts’ attempts at
an empathetic understanding of research subjects, one which assigns considerable
importance to their conceptual apparatuses, as compared to those of the analysts.
Reluctant either to take the concepts of research subjects on fully, or to entirely dismiss
them, anthropology thrives in the tension between providing a mere account of what
people think and challenging their ideas and stories in light of alternative interpretations
(Fassin 2009b). In striking a balance between epistemological engagement and
detachment that is closer to its research subjects than that of other social sciences,
such as psychology or economics, anthropology manages to confront its readers with
radically different conceptions of the world that they can neither fully take on, nor easily
dismiss. It thereby leaves its readers in a state of epistemic and normative suspension
that strengthens the critical potential inherent in its comparative work.

Thirdly, anthropological scholarship, whether conducted in the depth of the Amazon
or in the boardrooms of Wall Street investors, makes critique possible by looking for
conceptual paradoxes, inconsistencies, and internal inadequacies (Berliner, Lambek,
Shweder, Irvine & Piette 2016). They may describe how the incompatibility between
simultaneously present moral systems push indigenous people of Papua New Guinea
into crisis (Robbins 2004), or how US central bankers make up for the imperfections
of their technocratic knowledge via the use of semiotics (Holmes & Marcus 2006).
This is not the result of an unfounded desire for complexity and complication but a
technique that allows anthropological scholarship to conceive of the world differently
than most people whose struggle for survival or whose intense daily job requirements
punish rather than encourage such critical attention. Anthropologists thereby develop
perspectives on their own and on encountered worlds that constantly challenge the
basic understandings under which other people, and they themselves, lead their lives.

Long-term fieldwork is key in the production of this critical stance. Its extended
time frame allows the researcher to develop a degree of intimacy vis-à-vis the people
under study that will prevent her from simply discarding their views as irrelevant. At
the same time, it provides her with sufficient data to tease out the intra-discursive
inconsistencies, as well as the tensions between word and practice, conscious and
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unconscious knowledge, formal and informal modes of living with which her research
subjects operate. Finally, it enables the researcher to develop an eye not just for those
aspects of social life that are immediately relevant for her research hypothesis, but
for all those moments of incompleteness and contingency in social life that challenge
the conceptual apparatus with which she embarked on a research project in the first
place (Candea 2007: 180). As a practice of lasting embodied, social, and conceptual
displacement, it removes the researcher from the foundations of her own life, forcing
her – in a best-case scenario – to re-evaluate them in its light (Kapferer 2006).

In summary, anthropology has here been described as a profoundly – yet by no
means exclusively – critical activity, developed in the interplay of radical comparison,
empathetic understanding, and attention to inconsistencies, all enabled via long-term
fieldwork. The following section will ask what the social effects of such critical activity
may be, and argues that it remains to an important extent unmeasurable for the REF
and for audit projects more generally.

Anthropology’s effects and the limits of audit
For those I interviewed, the most important social effect that anthropology has is that it
creates an empirically informed conceptual space that stands apart from the dominant
discourses of state, market, family, or religious leaders. This space is critical in that
it conveys the insight that the world could be otherwise (Carrithers 2005; Eriksen &
Stein 2017). The interviewees valued the defamiliarization that comes with studying
anthropology, even if they did not base it on a difference between being at home
and abroad (Marcus & Fischer 1999 [1986]: 137ff.) One interviewee, a full-time fiction
writer who had studied anthropology later in life, continues to read academic articles
and attends events organized by the Royal Anthropological Institute precisely for this
reason. He argues that anthropology persistently provides him with ‘a new perspective’
that he integrates into his work. It serves as a seemingly endless intellectual resource for
his writing, with ‘enough material to write many books’.

Another defining feature of this alternative space is that practitioners and readers
of anthropology do not have to nor should they think along the lines of immediate
short-term utility, or prevalent political or corporate lines of allegiance. Instead, as
the interviews made clear, it provides a degree of nuance in understanding social life
that is rarely found elsewhere. Thereby, anthropology contributes significantly to the
work of journalists, filmmakers, and policy researchers who spoke with me. One recent
illustration of this alternative stance is the work by Liberatore (2017) on Somali Muslim
women living in London. Her book begins by tracing public debates around culture
and religion in the United Kingdom from the 1960s until today, showing how concepts
such as cultural identity, integration, and cohesion have been mobilized in order to
turn Muslims, particularly Muslim women who wear the hijab or niqab, into objects
of concern and scrutiny. Yet Liberatore makes clear that her study does not pursue the
goal of resolving a ‘problem’ pertaining to Somalis. She explicitly refuses to take on
public and popular anxieties of how to ‘integrate’ these women into the British cultural
mainstream. Instead, she questions why these women have come to be understood as a
problem in the first place, thereby turning her ethnography into an attempt at ‘“speaking
with” rather than speaking “to” or “for” Somalis’ (2017: 26). Thus her anthropological
work allows her to engage with topics that currently dominate the British media in a
manner that is hard to find in the all too quickly polarizing spheres of journalism and
political discourse (see also Benthall 2017).
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Figure 1. Google Books Ngram Viewer results for a case-insensitive search of the term ‘gender’. Source:
Google Books Ngram Viewer, http://books.google.com/ngrams.

Thirdly, while knowledge exchange is seldom a linear process, it is likely that the
presence of this critical discursive space drives the constant renewal and refinement of
dominant discursive paradigms. Here is how a senior UK anthropologist and public
intellectual puts it with reference to the rise of the concept of ‘gender’:

When I began working on the topic of gender, most people really did not know what gender was.
I was part of a really extremely large group of people internationally who were all collaborating in
one way or another [so as to] develop the idea of gender. Now, nearly every country in the world has
a gender policy. So I think you should be careful what you wish for when you ask for impact. The
impact of the academy is often very significant.

This rise of the idea of gender can be very roughly traced, for example, via the use of
Google Ngram viewer, a chart-creation site that visualizes the content of over 5 million
digitized books, estimated to constitute around 4 per cent of books published worldwide
(Michel et al. 2011). The relative rise of the term ‘gender’ as a percentage of this corpus
of digitized books is shown in Figure 1.

At times, the existence of such a space of social critique has been politically useful,
allowing the British government to draw upon it in the settlement of public disputes.
One example of this is the 1994 report written by anthropologist Jean La Fontaine for
the UK Department of Health. The anthropologist was given the task of investigating
allegations of devil worship rituals in the United Kingdom, held to include the sexual
abuse of children. Reports of such rituals had grown to dominate the UK’s public
imagination since the late 1980s. However, La Fontaine’s investigation of eighty-four
alleged cases in England and Wales between 1987 and 1992 did not yield supporting
evidence for the existence of child abuse in relation to such ritual. Instead, she found
that past researchers had altered evidence provided by alleged victims and that children
were systematically pressured into inventing stories of past abuse (La Fontaine 2015).
The long-term result of her controversial report has been substantial. While charities
and newspaper outlets do continue to make allegations of satanic ritual abuse without
reference to substantiated evidence (e.g. Murray 2014), La Fontaine’s work continues
to be cited over twenty years later by major media outlets, which have taken her call
for greater investigative professionalism at least partially on board (e.g. French 2014;
D. Thompson 2008; Tonkin 2014; Wilson 2015).

At other times, however, the alternative discursive space that anthropology provides
sits uneasily with the desires of Britain’s political and economic elites. Strathern (2011b)
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has described such a case, with reference to her own involvement in the creation of UK
legislation guidelines concerning the repatriation and tenure of human remains held in
museums. When the UK Working Group on Human Remains in Museum Collections
was preparing a report on this topic (DCMS 2003), it consulted with scientists,
anthropologists, and Australian Aboriginal activists. This consultative review was based
on the guiding idea that each of the groups involved would provide different points of
view, which, when put into adequate context, could be assessed against one another, so as
to partially converge into the most adequate set of policy recommendations. However,
the assumptions underlying this process were not shared by some of the Aboriginal
people involved, who refused to reduce their ancestral relation to the status of just
another viewpoint and to acknowledge that their ancestors were in any sense scientific
specimens (Strathern 2011b: 62-3). Strathern interprets the differences in this process
to be grounded in personhood, in that direct kinship relations constitute Aboriginal
people as relatives of the human remains in question, whilst reducing the scientists to
the position of strangers. Her conclusion that these Aboriginal people did not ‘invest
in epistemology in the way that permeates Euro-American science’ (2011b: 63), but
considered themselves to be different kinds of people, is not easily translatable into
policy recommendations.

Finally, tensions between political and academic discourse can lead to outright
confrontation. Anthropologists working with corporate elites in the public and
private sector have shown that the latter deal predominantly in creating authoritative
interpretations. Their frequently tenuous power positions rely to a significant extent
on producing and protecting authorized views of social life, the inadequacy of
which becomes obvious when directly confronted with alternative interpretations,
or references to their own inconsistencies and blind spots (Benthall 2017; Mosse
2005; 2006). Interestingly, anthropologists, as less immediately politically compromised
observers, are capable of exactly such critique (Herzfeld 2015: 22). Several interviewees
who work with corporate organizations described this dilemma, at times feeling like
token anthropologists to be mentioned in reports rather than being valued for the
critical work of which they are capable.13

In the light of this occasionally harmonious yet frequently conflictual relationship
between political and critical discourse, it is hard to make the case for anthropology
as a discipline that creates impact as understood in the REF. Bringing anthropological
research further in line with the prerogatives of auditors and politicians risks limiting
or outright eclipsing the social effects that anthropology currently has, in the name
of ‘impact’. The interviews cited above thus point to the fact that impact should
be critically studied, rather than being taken on as a category of thought and
action.

These considerations point to the limits of the REF and their implications for the
study of audit more generally. The above analysis shows that audit is conceptually
inadequate to grasp critical practice. Firstly, that is because the existence of a conceptual
space that provides an empirically grounded understanding of the ways in which
the world could be otherwise is a profoundly qualitative matter that is inadequately
described by the increasing use of quantitative metrics. For example, the question of
how many such discursive alternatives anthropology may provide is not as relevant as
the lasting effects that the sheer presence and particular nature of these alternatives
affords. In the interviews on which this article is based, it is the mere existence of an
empirically informed, critical discourse and its facilitation of alternative patterns of
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thought that remained highly valuable. This major social effect of the discipline also
happens to be one of audit’s biggest epistemic blind spots. How can a spreadsheet
capture anthropology’s empirical exploration of human potential? The unquantifiable
value of the possibility of critique is rendered virtually invisible through the lens of
audit.

More fundamentally even, audit is a limited form of sense-making because it assumes
a high degree of conceptual stability of the categories with which it operates. The REF’s
epistemological foundations – such as its penchant for quantitative data, practical utility,
hierarchical ordering, and so on – can only measure anthropological work insofar as
it conforms to them. Audit relies on its own conceptual apparatus to remain stable so
as to assess the world in its light. This entails that audit cannot take account of the
nature and potential change of its own conceptual foundations: it is hard to assess via
the method of counting whether counting is a good way of describing the world. It
is equally difficult to find out whether practical ‘usefulness’ makes a good criterion
for ‘research excellence’ by counting how much of existing research may be practically
useful. In contrast, anthropology as a form of critique questions and renews concepts
such as quantification, utility, hierarchy, and audit. It challenges the very basis on which
audit is built and thus constitutes an activity that audit itself cannot adequately assess or
value. Critique and the critical aspects of anthropology thus operate outside of audit’s
epistemological limits.

Thirdly, audit as a culturally and historically situated practice emerges out of a highly
politicized conceptual apparatus linked to UK government prerogatives. As such it will
only take note of those kinds of effects that it itself considers practical and potentially
valuable. As a profoundly (if not exclusively) utilitarian form of knowledge-making,
UK audit thus reduces academic work to whatever criteria of desirable practical utility
REF commissioners and their associated assessors, bureaucrats, and politicians may
hold. In their vision, anthropological research seems reducible to the policy-driven
analyses of think-tanks, QUANGOs, and private sector report writers. Yet, as has been
shown above, critical practice mostly stands uneasily with these political imperatives.
Its lack of fit vis-à-vis prevailing political and economic discourse is one that audit
renders problematic, thereby undermining the legitimacy of critical practice, as part of
‘measuring’ it.

Conclusion: social efficacy in spite of audit
As an instantiation of audit culture, the REF has here been shown to impose a series
of practical limitations on anthropological scholarship in the United Kingdom. Its
disregard for teaching as a form of impact, its need for written evidence, and its restricted
scope of permissible research run counter to the diverse kinds of social efficacy that
anthropology turns out to have. The discipline’s long-lasting effect on its students, the
close involvement of researchers with people across the spectrum of power, as well as the
unique research method of long-term participant observation are not captured, and are
thereby put at risk. Instead, the REF constitutes a significant administrative burden and
constant justificatory pressure for academics, benefiting modernist audit professionals
and distrustful politicians at the expense of research quality and anthropology’s actual
social effects.

These practical concerns aside, this article has provided one answer to the wider
question of what happens to anthropological scholarship when its surveillance is
not hidden but made explicit, even applauded by different publics (Riles 2013:
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560). It has shown that audit, as instantiated in the REF, remains unable to grasp
and thereby threatens critical practice, owing to the latter’s profoundly qualitative
nature, its operation on the epistemic foundations of audit itself, and its politically
uneasy positioning vis-à-vis practical concerns of the people in power. Under these
conditions, anthropology’s critical work, grounded in comparison, empathy, an eye for
inconsistencies, and fieldwork, remains more relevant than ever, both as an alternative
to and as an examination of audit culture.

This assessment of government requirements for impact could end on a note
of despair. However, it should really be read in an uplifting spirit. The depth and
breadth of the ways with which the people I interviewed engage with the world in
the spheres of entertainment, banking, consultancy, performance art, cooking, politics,
law, journalism, tourism, creative writing, and so on, are simply staggering, and the
insistent and diverse ways in which they systematically relate this to their anthropological
training should give hope to students and practitioners of the discipline. Even if much
greater work at boosting the public profile of anthropology is necessary, as many
interviewees have pointed out, the social effects that the discipline currently has in
spite of increasing audit requirements should already serve as a source of joy and
optimism.
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1 See http://www.ref.ac.uk (accessed 25 October 2017).
2 See https://www.gov.uk/government/news/lord-stern-sets-out-proposals-to-protect-and-strengthen-

university-research (accessed 25 October 2017).
3 See, for example: http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2016/CL,232016/ (accessed 25 October 2017).
4 This article is not an investigation of the intentionality or efficacy of REF officials, but of the audit

framework under which they were operating. The individuals who took a leading role in the 2014 REF as part
of the Anthropology and Development Assessment Panel worked hard to make this as fair and reasonable a
process as possible, in which even poorly outlined ‘case studies’ could score highly.

5 Interviews took place between December 2015 and September 2016. The gender breakdown of interviewees
was 45 per cent female and 55 per cent male, and 90 per cent had a doctorate in social anthropology. All but
one doctorate had been obtained at UK institutions. Permissions to quote interviewees have been obtained
for quotes in which authors are named and quoted at length. Some interviewees have been anonymized to
protect privacy.

6 This argument is not meant to make the case that anthropology is a somehow exceptional discipline.
It is likely that audit is marked by limitations when applied to other social sciences, humanities, or maybe
even academic work in general. Yet, for the purposes of clarity and specificity, this article will focus on
anthropology as an object of audit.

7 The definition of what constitutes impact was spread out over several different REF documents and
document subsections. In providing an idea of it here, I refer mainly to REF (2011) and REF (2012).

8 See http://www.ref.ac.uk/2014/panels/assessmentcriteriaandleveldefinitions/ (accessed 25 October 2017).
9 See http://www.hefce.ac.uk/lt/tef/whatistef/ (accessed 25 October 2017).
10 Compare http://results.ref.ac.uk/Results/ByUoa/24/Impact (accessed 25 October 2017).
11 Internal communication (26 October 2016).
12 This problem is not resolved by shifting the locus from which impact is expected from the level of the

individual to that of the institution (cf. Hefce 2016: 26).
13 A tension that is equally visible in the interview excerpt by Prof. Jo Boyden above.
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Résumé

« L’impact » de l’anthropologie : commentaire sur l’audit et la nature non mesurable de la critique

Le gouvernement britannique a récemment soumis le financement de la recherche anthropologique dans
le supérieur à la condition de son « impact social ». Sur la base d’un travail dans l’enseignement supérieur
et de cinquante entretiens avec des anthropologues formés au Royaume-Uni, le présent article analyse les
implications de cette exigence. Il montre qu’à l’instar du gouvernement, de nombreux anthropologues
voudraient que leurs travaux aient un effet sociétal, mais que les critères de mesure fixés par le Cadre pour
l’excellence de la recherche (REF, Research Excellent Framework), qui fait figure de norme au Royaume-
Uni, restreignent cet impact en imposant un ensemble de freins pratiques et conceptuels majeurs. Au
niveau pratique, le REF sous-estime les effets sociaux de l’enseignement, s’appuie sur une définition trop
étroite de l’administration de la preuve et restreint considérablement le champ des recherches admissibles.
Au niveau conceptuel, la mesure de l’impact ne peut pas complètement tenir compte de la nature ou
de l’effet de l’anthropologie, puisque celle-ci est une science critique, qui contribue au renouvellement
constant des fondations politico-épistémiques de l’audit même. L’article révèle là une limite importante
des pratiques d’audit au sens plus large, qui n’a jusqu’à présent reçu que peu d’attention de la part des
chercheurs: à différents égards, les audits sont incapables d’appréhender la critique socioculturelle.
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