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Abstract 

This article aims to advance the methodology for assessing the social impact of tourism research. 
An evaluation framework was designed to measure social impact in three stages—ex-ante, in-
itinere and ex-post—and the ex-post evaluation was applied to a tourism research project, the 
POLITUR project, to test its validity. The collected information originated from interviews and 
documentary material. The analysis was structured according to six main areas—
communication and promotion, policies and regulation, economic benefit, new technological 
resources, environment and social improvements—and four dimensions—temporal, applied, 
geographical and sustainability. The results are followed by a discussion of the domains and 
dimensions of the social impact assessment of tourism research. The need for further 
improvement in methods for measuring the social impact of tourism research and the 
importance of research that generates social impact are highlighted. 

Keywords: Social impact assessment, Tourism research, Social impact of tourism research, 
POLITUR project  

 

1. Introduction 

The social impact of scientific research is a complex phenomenon (Lima and Wood, 2014; 
Lauronen, 2020) because it is diverse in nature (Vanclay, 2002) and generates changes that 
affect people’s quality of life (Burdge et al., 1995). As social impact has become a priority in the 
academia (Van den Akker et al., 2017), there is an increasing need to demonstrate how research 
results benefit society at large (Lima and Wood, 20014). However, the evaluation of social 
impact, understood as "the process of identifying the future consequences of a current or 
proposed actions, which are related to individuals, organisations and social macro-systems" 
(Becker, 2001), is still under development. Evaluation is, in this context, a tool for understanding 
the societal consequences of scientific research and aids decision-making by managers, funders 
and society as a whole (Vanclay et al., 2015; Ahmadvand and Karami, 2017). Since funding 
agencies seek to ensure that funded projects clearly identify societal benefits (Holbrook and 
Frodeman, 2011) but lack valid measurement systems, it is the researcher's responsibility to 
demonstrate the social impact of their work (Sordé, et al., 2020) and make it visible (Lauronen, 
2020), rather than assume that this communication and impact occur by default (Wilsdon et al., 
2015). To this end, social impact can be conceived as a goal to be taken into account at every 
step of the research process, from beginning to end (Spaapen and Van Drooge, 2011).  

The development of tourism activity causes positive and negative impacts that affect various 
areas (Seetanah, 2011; Andereck, 1995; Milano, Novelli and Cheer, 2019; Archer, Cooper and 
Ruhanen, 2005, Yen and Kerstetter, 2008), including, as is well known, the social sphere 
(Brougham and Butler, 1981; Andereck and Nyaupane, 2011; Andereck, Valentine, Knopf and 
Vogt, 2005; Kousis, 1989). However, the social impact of tourism and the social impact of 
tourism research are very different terms that refer to different social, economic, institutional, 
territorial and environmental dynamics.  The social impact of tourism refers to the impacts that 
tourism activity has generated in society (Deery, Jago and Fredline, 2012), but the social impact 
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of tourism research refers to the effects that tourism research can have when it is published and 
transferred to society and the benefits it generates in the population (Flecha, 2018). The social 
impact of tourism has been extensively studied by researchers (Deery, Jago and Fredline, 2012), 
the literature on the social impact of tourism research is very limited if not practically non-
existent. For this reason, this article aims to advance the methodology for assessing the social 
impact of research in a specific thematic area, namely tourism. Additionally, in order to test the 
validity of the proposed evaluation framework, the results of a tourism research project were 
used as a case study. The case study is considered the best option for showing the validity of the 
social impact framework (De Jong et al., 2014; Tahamtan and Bornmann, 2020) because it allows 
researchers to systematise complex information (Bornmann, Haunschild and Marx, 2016). 
Analyses such as the one proposed in this study contribute to the concept of social impact of 
research, particularly in the field of tourism, and to the development of an evaluation method 
that can be widely used by researchers. 

To the authors' knowledge, this is the first analysis that seeks to develop and apply a 
methodology for assessing the social impact of tourism research. This type of study is common 
in other scientific areas such as the medical sciences, and there have been attempts to design 
frameworks for analysis such as the Payback Framework, the Research Institute Framework and 
the Societal Impact Framework (Van der Weijden, Verbree and Van Den Besselaar, 2012). Thus, 
the paper is also an example of how publicly funded tourism research may contribute to 
improving people's lives. 

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 proposes a conceptual framework for the 
evaluation of the social impact of research. Section 3 explains the evaluation methodology used 
in this article. Section 4 draws out the results of the analysis. Section 5 discusses the method in 
light of the results obtained, and Section 6 presents the conclusions of the research. 

2. Conceptual framework 

This article proposes a methodology for assessing the social impact of tourism research and 
applies it to a selected research project. The design of this methodology is a complex task 
because of the interdisciplinary nature of social impact (Hill, 2016). Social impact assessment 
must consider all contributions to the social impact of a research effort (De Jong et al., 2014). 
Most evaluation systems focus on capturing direct and immediate impacts but fail to capture 
indirect and long-term impacts (De Silva and Vance, 2017). This methodology seeks to address 
this problem. Previous analysis on research’s social impact identifies three key moments for 
assessing the social impact of a research project: ex-ante, in-itinere and ex-post (Flecha, 2018; 
Kvam, 2018; Redondo-Sama et al., 2020). Additionally, several authors have proposed a number 
of indicators for this evaluation (Smith, 2001; Cunha et al., 2012; McCombes, Vanclay and Evers, 
2015; Van den Besselaar, Flecha and Radauer, 2018; Corsi et al., 2019; Chams et al., 2020).  

In this paper, different tools to collect information are applied depending on the moment of 
evaluation, and four dimensions are considered in order to classify the resulting indicators: 
applied dimension, temporal dimension, geographical dimension and sustainability dimension. 
The social impact of research can be of a direct or indirect nature (Alla et al., 2017), which is 
what it is referred to in this study as the applied dimension. This is determined by whether the 
impact has been produced by the project's research or by some action related externally to the 
project. The temporal dimension groups the impact into short-term or long-term, depending on 
when it occurs. In general, it takes a long time for an impact to occur, so it may be the case that 
at the time of the evaluation, some impacts do not yet exist (Bornmann, 2012; Sivertsen and 
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Meijer, 2020). The geographical dimension categorizes the impact as either local, when it occurs 
in the same place where the research was conducted, or extended, when it occurs in a place 
other than where the research was conducted. The sustainability dimension relates to the 
impact of a research project on the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
These goals have similar principles to those found in social impact assessment, based on social 
protection aspects such as the establishment of basic infrastructure for water, housing, energy, 
schools and economic development through job creation or support for small businesses 
(Aucamp and Lombard, 2018). There are tools such as the Social Impact Open Repository (SIOR) 
that show the social impact of research results based on the outputs created to address the 
SDGs (SIOR, 2017). The proposed framework is illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: Framework for assessing the social impact of a research project. Own elaboration. 

An ex-ante evaluation can be carried out when knowledge from the project has not yet been 
generated; it determines the potential social impact (Redondo-Sama et al., 2020; Olmos-
Peñuela, Castro-Martínez and d'Este, 2014). The ex-ante assessment could be considered a 
simulation of what would happen if the project were to be developed. A project evaluation that 
identifies social risks and benefits is considered necessary to manage such risks and benefits 
throughout the project (Kvam, 2018). Research agencies may request this assessment for project 
funding, as is the case, for instance, with the National Science Foundation (NSF) in the United 
States (Boshoff and de Jong, 2020). Such requests increase the need to achieve minimum 
societal goals (Cunha et al., 2012). For this assessment, some scholars propose the analysis of 
stakeholders and their involvement from the beginning of the project (Eschenbach, 2017; 
Bornmann, 2013). Determining stakeholder interests serves to frame the research around social 
issues (Lauronen, 2020) and make the design of the thematic areas and indicators relevant to 
that project. This assessment focuses on direct impacts that can be achieved if the project is 
implemented. Relevant social data are extracted to serve as a future prediction of how the 
research will influence society (Kvam, 2018). This prediction will provide answers to what kind 



4 
 

of change is expected with the implementation of the project, where this change will occur, 
what effects it will have and whether this effect is important for society (Helming et al., 2011). 
The assessment of the project’s area of influence categorises the impact as local according to 
the geographical dimension. As it is a forecast, the time dimension can be either short-term or 
long-term. Identifying which of the SDGs will be achieved answers the sustainability dimension 
(Pejić et al., 2020). 

Once the project is underway, an in-itinere evaluation can be carried out to mitigate possible 
deviations and errors (Macombe and Loeillet, 2017; Vanclay et al, 2015) and to incorporate or 
remove indicators from thematic areas. At this point, an analysis of productive interactions can 
be proposed. Contact with stakeholders causes them to engage with the research. This is what 
is called "productive interaction" (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011), which can be interpreted as 
the social impact of new actions taken by stakeholders as a result of interaction with the 
research (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011). The use of productive interactions also allows 
researchers to understand that every step is valuable for the achievement of social impact, from 
the first contact to the conclusion of the research (Spaapen and Van Drooge, 2011). These 
interactions are considered a precondition for successful research (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 
2011). Examples of productive interactions include participation in advisory boards or policy 
development committees, collaborative research, informal meetings, media interviews, 
presentations, demonstration, advice to organisations or expert testimony before a legislative 
body (Ozanne et al., 2017). In-itinere impacts can be direct or indirect (De Jong et al., 2014). 
When a research project concludes and researchers transfer knowledge to other projects 
(Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011), the impact is considered indirect. Productive interactions are a 
good way to clarify how knowledge contributes to the observed impact. The framing method, 
interviews and analysis of documentary material can be used to identify productive interactions 
(Esko and Tuunainen, 2019; Esko and Miettinen, 2019). Another evaluation tool is the 
communicative methodology, used by Redondo-Sama et al. (2020) to evaluate the in-itinere 
social impact of psychological projects (Tellado, Lepori and Morla-Folch, 2020). This 
methodology incorporates arguments from social actors and developing actions that promote 
positive social policies (Gómez, Elboj and Capllonch, 2013). Different techniques can be used to 
extract information, including interviews and observations (Redondo-Sama et al. 2020) such as 
communicative daily life stories (Tellado, Lepori and Morla-Folch, 2020; Gómez et al., 2019), 
communicative focus groups and communicative observation (Gómez et al., 2019). In this in-
itinere evaluation, the geographical dimension could be local or extended, but as the project is 
still under development, the evaluation only considers short-term impacts. The sustainability 
dimension will be used to check whether any SDGs have been achieved or whether the research 
needs to be redirected to achieve them. 

In the ex-post evaluation, it is possible to detect impacts that add indicators to the thematic 
areas proposed in the initial phase of the project (Vanclay et al., 2015; Li et al., 2014). The 
analysis of productive interactions and the communicative methodology can also be applied in 
this evaluation, which helps capture not only the direct impact but also the indirect impact. A 
final report about the social impact is proposed, identifying the status of the research and the 
knowledge that has been developed in a language accessible to all stakeholders (Bornmann and 
Marx, 2014). The information is made available to society and can be used by public officials for 
policy reporting (De Jong et al., 2014). Complementarily, an analysis of alternative metrics used 
to measure the social impact of social media research may be considered (Bornmann, 2015; 
Bornmann, Haunschild and Marx, 2016; Cho, 2017; De Silva and Vance, 2017; Kale et al, 2017; 
Bornmann and Haunschild, 2018; Kolahi and Khazaei, 2018; Bornmann, Haunschild and Adams, 
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2019; Dardas et al., 2019; Tonetti, 2019; Garcovich and Adobes-Martin, 2020; Pejić et al., 2020; 
Pulido et al., 2020; Sedighi, 2020; Viana-Lora and Nel-lo-Andreu, 2020). Interestingly, research 
projects are increasingly using social media as a tool for dissemination of results (Garcovich and 
Adobes-Martin, 2020; Pulido et al., 2020; Viana-Lora and Nel-lo-Andreu, 2020) beyond the 
scientific field (Bornmann, 2015). This can be a growing metric, but it should not be considered 
the only tool because data may vary depending on the source from which they are extracted 
(Cho, 2017). For such reasons, digital data has not become widely accepted by academics (Jamal 
and Alimohammadi, 2015). The geographical dimension of ex-post impacts is both local and 
extended thanks to the global scope of the Internet. The ex-post evaluation can be carried out 
in the short or long term (Flecha, 2018). If the analysis is carried out right at the end of the 
project, short-term impacts will be mostly detected, but if the analysis is carried out at a later 
time, long-term impacts can be captured as well. For example, in the medical sciences, up to 17 
years have elapsed between medical trials and the demonstration of benefit to society (Ozanne 
et al., 2017). The SDGs ultimately achieved by the project add value to the sustainability 
dimension. 

3. Methodology for analysing the social impact of applied research 

This article applies the framework presented in Section 2, focusing on an ex-post evaluation of 
a tourism research project. The aim is to report the impact achieved by a project and to validate 
the methodology. This section introduces the sources of information used, the analysis 
techniques deployed and the impact domains defined to evaluate the case study and to design 
the analysis procedure. 

3.1 Sources of information, analysis techniques and areas of impact 

There is no single way to measure the social impact of a research project (Bornman, 2012). Data 
collection (Cunha et al., 2012; De Jong et al., 2014; Hill, 2016; Hanna et al., 2020; Chams et al., 
2020) increasingly tends to incorporate social media-based metrics (Cho, 2017; Dardas et al., 
2019; Sedighi, 2020; Viana Lora and Nel-lo Andreu, 2020; Garcovich and Adobes Martin, 2020), 
productive interactions (Molas-Gallart and Tang, 2011; De Jong et al., 2014; Eschenbach, 2017; 
Esko and Tuunainen, 2019), interview results (Esko and Miettinen, 2019; Tellado et al., 2020; 
Duque et al., 2020) and evaluation reports (Bornmann and Marx, 2014). Data processing 
techniques may be qualitative, quantitative or mixed, and those that best suit the nature of the 
project should be selected. In view of the experience gained so far (Smith, 2001; Cunha et al., 
2012; Deery, Jago and Fredline, 2012; McCombes, Vanclay and Evers, 2015; Van den Besselaar, 
Flecha and Radauer, 2018; Corsi et al., 2019; Chams et al., 2020), the information can be 
categorised into six main areas: communication and promotion, policy and regulation, economic 
benefits, new technological resources, environment and social improvement. 

3.2 Characterisation of the case study  

For the case study, a basic research project in the field of tourism entitled "Analysis of the role 
of territorial policies in the management of tourist destinations in the age of mobility 
(POLITUR)", with reference CSO2017-82156-R, was selected. It was a project funded by the 
Spanish Ministry of Science, Innovation and Universities in the 2017 call for R&D&I projects 
aimed at societal challenges. The duration of the project was three years. Its main objectives 
were to identify, understand and review the role of place-related issues regarding destinations’ 
tourism policies as a necessary and fundamental driver for improving prosperity and 
sustainability (environmental, economic and cultural); to discuss, evaluate and propose 
prescriptive systems to guide decision-making mechanisms of the actors (both public and 
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private) involved  in the destination’s governance; and to promote the implementation of 
effective mechanisms for regulating the activity regarding the tourist use of space. In this 
context, POLITUR also included, as an innovative issue, the specific objective to develop a system 
of indicators to evaluate the validity of the solutions that it might propose. This was motivated 
by the relevance of social impact for the Rovira i Virgili University (URV), the university to which 
the project was attached, which has a Social Council responsible for bringing the concerns and 
needs of society to the University and for projecting the potential of the activities carried out by 
the University to society. 

3.3 Designing the procedure for analysing the social impact of research 

Qualitative techniques were selected to assess the social impact of the POLITUR project. 
Qualitative data collection tools have been established as the most effective way to assessing 
social impact (De Silva and Vance, 2017), as they help to better understand the multidimensional 
and contextual nature of impacts (Reale et al., 2017) and make visible how research is at the 
service of citizens (Sordé, et al., 2020). From this perspective, it is important to determine what 
has been done with the research results, who has used them and the reason for their use, rather 
than to highlight the number of times that the research has been used (Bornmann, 2014). 
Furthermore, this impact could be interpreted from a multitude of perspectives (Lauronen, 
2020). The complexity of assessment is accentuated in the social sciences by the fact that the 
results are less tangible compared to other fields of study (Lima and Wood, 2014; Olmos-
Peñuela, Castro-Martínez and D'Este, 2014). As shown in Figure 2, the proposed procedure was 
structured in five phases: information collection, transcription and ordering of the information, 
codification of the information, data analysis and integration of the information. 

 

Figure 2: Phases implemented. Own elaboration. 

Firstly, the information was obtained. The data collection technique consisted of semi-
structured interviews and analysis of documentary material. The first set of data was collected 
from semi-structured personal interviews with the members of the research team, with the goal 
of detecting the social impact of their research. The interviews took place at the end of 2020, 
coinciding with the end of the three-year project. All 18 project researchers were interviewed 
using a combination of face-to-face, telephone and online communication. The interviews 
consisted of two parts: a structured part in which the researchers answered eight key questions, 
and an unstructured part that sought to find out, within the narrative of the interviewees, which 
actions have had a social impact. The observation of the social aspects related to the project 
was important. The second set of data was documentary material, comprising published 
scientific articles, articles and dissemination material, theses completed within the project and 
publications in social media. Secondly, the information collected from the interviews was 
transcribed and sorted, and the documentary information was organised. Thirdly, the 
information was coded in order to group it into comprehensive ideas. In this particular case, and 
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due to the uniqueness of the project, the information was grouped into six main areas: 
communication and promotion, policy and regulation, economic benefits, new technological 
resources, environment and social improvements. This information allowed for the 
development of a set of indicators in each thematic area. Fourthly, the information was analysed 
to detect impacts based on the four dimensions of action: applied dimension (direct or indirect 
impacts), temporal dimension (short- or long-term impacts), geographical dimension (impacts 
on a local or extended scale) and sustainability dimension (linkage between the impact and the 
SDGs). Finally, all the information was integrated and the results were extracted, as shown in 
Section 4. 

4. Results 

The results of the analysis are summarised in Figure 3. A number of indicators classified within 
the six thematic areas were developed. Each indicator was analysed to highlight the impact on 
each of the dimensions. 

Figure 3: Project impacts by thematic area. Own elaboration. 

For ease of analysis, the following section has been divided into two main sections: thematic 
areas and dimensions.  

4.1 Thematic areas 

4.1.1 Communication and promotion 

The scientific production derived from the project has been published in high-impact journals 
and presented in national and international workshops and research conferences. Nevertheless, 
this dissemination does not generate social impact as such. It is the dissemination of results 

Thematic area Indicators Applied 
dimension 

Time 
dimension 

Geographical 
dimension 

Sustainability 
dimension 

Direct 
impact 

Indirect 
impact 

Short 
term 

Long 
term 

Local Extended SDGs 

Communication 
and promotion 

Mention in the media for public debate x   x   x x   
Participation in public hearings or conferences x   x   x x 
Use of research in educational documents x   x   x   
Citations in advocacy publications x   x   x x 
Twitter posts x   x   x x 

Policy and 
regulation 

Incorporation in planning documents x     x x x   
Change in public attitude   x   x x x 
Public engagement   x   x x x 
Public dissemination of surveys to facilitate decision 
making 

x   x   x x 

Drafting of guides, books and the like   x   x x x 
Economic 

benefit 
New employment creation x  x  x    
Proposals for business incorporation x     x x   
Proposals to increase incomes   x   x x   
Proposals to increase per capita income   x    x x   

New 
tecnological 

resources 

Mapping systems that bring about social improvement x     x   x   
Exploration of ICT tools   x   x   x 
Use of data sets, software and facilities x     x x x 

Environment Incorporation into sustainability-based management 
guidelines/protocols 

  x   x x x   

Participation in discussions for sustainable 
management improvement 

  x   x x x 

Social 
improvements 

Incorporation in proposals for infrastructure 
improvements 

  x   x x     

Incorporation in proposals for improving social equity x     x x   
Incorporation in proposals for improvement of citizen 
participation 

x   x   x   

Incorporation in proposals for improvement to solve 
social problems 

x    x x     
  

Incorporation in proposals to improve the quality of 
life of the population 

  x    x x     
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through media at the local, national and international level that causes benefits in society as 
their coverage via newspapers and news programs allows the information to be transmitted to 
a wider audience. In the POLITUR project, researchers also communicated with the general 
public via talks and activities aimed at disseminating the results of the project. The COVID-19 
pandemic made it necessary to adapt this communication to the online modality, and the 
information has also been shared on social media through social networks such as Twitter and 
the project website (http://politurproject.org/). This website contains all the information on the 
work team, the publications and the related conferences. The social impact because of social 
media communication and dissemination is direct and in the short term (Pejic, et al., 2020). In 
this vein, a survey conducted by Álvarez-Bornstein and Montesi (2019) about Twitter users who 
follow researchers found that users obtained ideas for their work and implemented new 
scientific and technical advances in their professional areas, allowing them to interact with 
researchers to resolve doubts and ask questions. 

4.1.2 Policy and regulation 

During the project’s development, the members of the POLITUR team maintained important 
relations with destination managers and organisations with influence on tourism policy and 
regulation, thus facilitating the reception of proposals and initiatives. The researchers 
interviewed public and private institutions throughout the project with the aim of gathering the 
opinion of stakeholders on the subject matter. Through surveys, they also incorporated the 
views of tourism business associations, tourists and residents into the project. Thus, POLITUR 
had the opportunity to improve the awareness of the actors interviewed, all of whom had the 
power to influence public and private decision-making. In particular, the project has had an 
indirect long-term social impact by contributing to the design of spatial tourism behavior 
management policies at the local level and by providing managers tools for better management 
and planning through the development of governance procedures related to the coordination 
and design of common agendas between stakeholders. 

4.1.3 Economic benefit 

POLITUR generated a direct social impact in the short term by creating two new jobs: a trainee 
researcher and a technician. Thus, it directly incorporated graduate students into the labour 
market. Additionally, beyond the execution of the project itself, POLITUR favoured the creation 
of value from knowledge-developing contributions to increase the economic benefit of tourism 
in the areas under study. This is the case, for example, with recommendations related to the 
design of onshore itineraries for cruise tourists, widening the range of activities in which they 
could participate, directing them to places with commercial and recreational activities and 
increasing the supply of complementary leisure activities. These contributions were 
communicated to the tourism management officials in the tourist destination so that they could 
incorporate them into their planning policies, generating an indirect social impact in the long 
term by increasing the economic benefit of the destination. 

4.1.4 New technological resources 

The results of POLITUR highlighted technology’s capacity for the intelligent management of 
destinations. The project analysed the benefits of using different digital sources, the interaction 
between mobile populations in destinations and the management opportunities derived from 
the digital footprint of visitors. An example of this relates to the direct social impact derived 
from the exploration of potential mobility patterns through the recording and tracking of people 
in video sequences. This allowed the POLITUR team to redirect tourist flows to avoid 
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overcrowding and to improve the quality of life of residents in the long term. In addition, project 
researchers also participated in other related projects with the aim to deploy strategic and 
digital tools directly related to the short-term management of visitors’ journey to and within the 
destination.  

4.1.5 Environment 

The project researchers transferred knowledge to the managers of tourist destinations in order 
to reduce the environmental impact caused by tourist activity. In this vein, they suggested 
measures to adapt buildings to the future climate scenario, to raise environmental awareness 
among tourism stakeholders, to facilitate the improvement of energy efficiency and 
consumption and to help to increase the commitment to the protection of beaches to combat 
erosion. There were also indirect social impacts through researchers’ involvement in other 
related projects aiming to provide guides for sustainable practices and climate services for 
better governance of tourist destinations. 

4.1.6 Social improvements 

POLITUR made it possible to analyse the factors that produce social exclusion among the most 
vulnerable groups at destinations as a result of the tourism specialization of certain spaces, 
generating a direct and long-term social impact. Research initiatives related to POLITUR that 
have focused on solving social problems and have been awarded at the national and European 
level have aimed to develop innovative solutions to the social conflicts and externalities 
produced by tourism-related mobility in cities. Thus, this project provoked an indirect social 
impact resulting from the development of other projects aiming to design alternative policies 
for more socially inclusive places. 

4.2 Study dimensions 

4.2.1 Applied dimension 

As of the writing of this paper, most of the reported impacts of the POLITUR project have been 
direct. In fact, direct impacts are most common when any project is just finished. However, it 
should be noted that indirect impacts may be also important after the end of the project and 
that, to be adequately identified, they need particularly designed methods to assess them (Silva 
and Vance, 2017). For the moment, most of the identified indirect impacts of the POLITUR 
project are those derived by applying the knowledge developed and acquired within the project 
to other related projects undertaken during the same period. This type of impact is complex, as 
it means that it was not the POLITUR project itself that generated benefits in society, but that 
POLITUR served as the basis for action in other applied projects that had social impact. This 
would mean an indirect impact from POLITUR and a direct impact from the new research (Van 
der Weijden, Verbree and Van Den Besselaar, 2012).  

4.2.2 Time dimension 

Following the same rationale as in the previous dimension, due to the short-term assessment of 
the social impact of the project, it is not possible to detect issues such as economic 
improvements brought on by the results of the research. Communication and promotion is a 
dimension that stands out in short-term impacts, as it mainly consists of publications, mentions 
and participation in conferences and congresses that seek to disseminate the results, as well as 
the resulting dissemination through media, digital social media and the Internet. The other 
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thematic areas generally have long-term impacts, as a consequence of applying the research 
results once they have been transferred.  

4.2.3 Geographical dimension 

The project analyzed specific regional and local spaces mostly in Catalan tourism destinations. 
This is what we call the local dimension in our analysis and, when analyzing the social impact of 
the project, it refers to the effects produced in the areas of study where it the research was 
conducted. However, the acquired knowledge could have been applied to other geographical 
areas not analysed within the POLITUR project, through the transfer of this knowledge to other 
applied projects. This is the extended dimension of the social impacts of the project. POLITUR 
has mainly impacted the local dimension, although it is hoped that in the long term the results 
will be applied to other tourist areas. Such extended impact would have to be monitored 
adequately. 

4.2.4 Sustainability dimension 

POLITUR made contributions to 8 of the SDGs set out by the United Nations in 2015, as shown 
in Figure 3. SDG 4, on quality education, was promoted through the project’s support of doctoral 
students and through the high impact of the resulting scientific publications. This has led to 
usable and applicable results for society. SDG 8, on decent work and economic growth, was 
attained through proposals seeking to increase tourist spending and to improve the economy of 
the analysed areas. SDG 9, on industry, innovation and infrastructure, was covered through the 
development of new tools for the assessment and analysis of tourism flows. SDG 11, on 
sustainable cities and communities; SDG 12, on responsible production and consumption; and 
SDG 13, on climate action, were pursued through ongoing proposals to mitigate the 
environmental impact of tourism, the identification of more sustainable actions and the 
involvement of stakeholders. The analysis of the effects of tourism on vulnerable populations, 
the study of social exclusion of certain populations derived from tourism and the search for 
solutions are closely related to the achievement of SDG 10, on reducing inequalities. All 
contributions supported SDG 17, on partnerships to achieve the goals. 

5. Discussion 

Beyond the analysis of the ex-post social impact of the results of POLITUR, the specific 
application of the evaluation framework in this project can be useful to advance the validation 
of the proposed tool. In this vein, it can be highlighted first that classifying the information about 
social impacts into six thematic areas provides a mechanism to clearly identify the types of 
impacts and their roles as components of the societal consequences of research.  

The area of communication and promotion is fundamental for any research project since 
generating social impact requires transferring scientific knowledge to institutions and to society 
in general (Flecha, 2018). Successful communication between research and societal 
stakeholders is also fundamental (Bornmann, 2014). There may be many policy-relevant 
research topics (Bornmann, Haunschild and Marx, 2016), but whether the communication and 
promotion processes actually had an impact must be assessed separately. Researchers in an 
expert role of providing policy recommendations (Muhonen, Benneworth and Olmos-Peñuela, 
2020) are significant, but it is the follow-up of the process that will determine whether there has 
been an impact. Projects that have captured social impact through the formulation of policies 
aimed at solving social problems (Tellado, Lepori and Morla-Folch, 2020) should be adequately 
referred in relevant policy documents (Bornmann, Haunschild and Marx, 2016). The application 
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of tourism research can also generate economic benefits such as increased productivity (Chams 
et al., 2020), job creation (Samuel and Derrick, 2015) and the sale of new products (Cunha et al., 
2012). This has been the most studied area within social impact (Bornmann, 2013), even though 
this framework only considers it as one of the six pillars of the evaluation. The social impact of 
tourism research has also included the development of technological resources (Bornmann, 
Haunschild and Marx, 2016; Eschenbach, 2017). This is an area that affects both private and 
public organisations (Cunha et al., 2012). The environmental field has widespread social concern 
(Wolf, 1982). In a world increasingly concerned about climate change and gas emissions, it 
seems appropriate for projects to focus on reducing this problem (Bornmann, Haunschild and 
Marx, 2016) as it has been identified through the application of the designed evaluation 
framework. The last area included in the evaluation framework is the social improvements 
generated by research. Research can help in the fight to reduce social inequalities (Tellado et 
al., 2020). In this area, aspects such as social equity, social inclusion, social justice and gender 
equality should be analysed so that research can be the key to a fairer society. 

On the other hand, the analysis of dimensions allows for reflection on the importance of 
planning the project and the ex-post evaluation impact; otherwise, most of the impacts will be 
identified as direct and short-term. This study also highlights that indirect impacts must include 
the impacts derived from the development of other initiatives, projects or alliances. 
Furthermore, the analysis reinforces the need for research monitoring in the long term and in 
geographical areas other than those analysed in the project. International projection is one of 
the goals that should be considered in tourism research projects, with the aim of extending 
research to other destinations and increasing its impact in the geographical dimension. 

6. Conclusion 

This article seeks to advance the methodology of social impact assessment in tourism research. 
To this end, an analytical framework was created with various tools, evaluation moments and 
dimensions. The application of the ex-post evaluation to the POLITUR project as a pilot test 
opens discussion on how to design an internationally accepted assessment system that aligns 
with the SDGs of the United Nations.  

The proposed analytical framework helps to plan and organise the social impact assessment of 
a research project. It identifies impacts at all stages of research and avoids the bias of a single 
method of data collection. In this way, this research reduces the problems encountered in other 
social impact assessment tools (Viana-Lora and Nel-lo Andreu, 2021). The problem of 
attribution, which is the main problem with social impact evaluations, arises when social impact 
is linked to a project under study (Spaapen and Van Drooge, 2011; Bornmann, 2012; Bornmann, 
Haunschild and Adams, 2019; Lauronen, 2020; Sivertsen and Meijer, 2020; Tahamtan and 
Bornmann, 2020). The evaluation of social impact should be improved so that it does not depend 
on each project’s methodology (Tellado et al., 2020); instead, clear processes of attribution 
should be increasingly defined from a grounded process of analysis and evaluation of particular 
research projects, such as the one presented in this paper. 

Tourism research has additional particularities that make it even more difficult to assess social 
impact. For one, tourism is a complex and dynamic social phenomenon that encompasses 
different branches of research (Picornell, 2015), so evaluating this impact must also involve a 
multidisciplinary team. Additionally, tourism research has not yet highlighted a broad concept 
of its social impact, instead highlighting some of the impacts of its activity. This article aims to 
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raise awareness among tourism researchers about the importance of the social impact of their 
research activity. 

A limitation of this study is that it only applies one part of the proposed analytical framework, 
the ex-post evaluation. Nevertheless, the authors affirm the need to apply the framework from 
the beginning of the research and to follow up at all stages. Planning and targeting research 
from strategic priorities, such as the SDGs, will help in achieving social benefits, thus making it 
easier to generate social impact (Lauronen, 2020; Hill, 2016).  
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