
Chapter 7 - Homo Academicus Impactus 
Abstract 
This chapter explores the theoretical foundations of academic identity and its intersection with 
research impact. The chapter utilizes Pierre Bourdieu's concepts of field, habitus, and prestige to 
analyse how academics engage with the idea of impact and why it often encounters resistance 
within the academic community. It argues that impact, when seen as an external imposition by 
policy makers or institutional leaders, is often rejected by academics because it does not align with 
their intrinsic motivations or established academic identity. Instead, those academics who naturally 
incorporate impact into their work do so because they see it as a core part of their academic 
practice, driven by personal conviction and the desire to make a meaningful difference in their fields 
and beyond. Reflecting on interviews with impactful academics, the chapter reveals that these 
individuals engage in impactful research because they find it valuable, enjoyable, and aligned with 
their academic values. The chapter concludes by advocating for a shift in how research impact is 
perceived and integrated into academic life. By aligning impact with the core values of scholarship 
and intellectual inquiry, institutions can foster a more engaged and impactful academic community 
that contributes positively to societal needs. 

Introduction 
The majority of this book so far has been, perhaps unsurprisingly, empirically driven and we make 
use of considerable data to argue our points about the challenges of the why in impact. However, in 
this chapter we apply a more theoretical lens to our understanding, to help us shape what a better 
approach to impact literacy might be, while still being mindful of the considerable evidence we have 
collected about how academics who do impact engage with it, how research professionals both 
support it, and want to support it, and how institutions are substituting deep knowledge with 
processes and expenditure.  
 
A consistent thread through these discussions is that while there have been many arguments that 
impact is an imposition on academic and more specifically research ideology and practice (e.g. 
Watermeyer 2014, Chubb and Watermeyer 2017, Sliwa and Kallard 2021). However, those impactful 
academics that we have spoken to present an alternative view where they are engaging with impact 
not because they have been told to, but because it is important to them. It is, essentially, core to 
their academic identity.  
 
When we reflect upon academic identity, what it means to be an academic, and what motivates 
academics to do what they do, we have seen from interviewees that the relationship between 
institution, personal career goals and discipline is sometimes a tenuous one. In many of the cases 
there was a view that the institution was their employer, but not their master. Far more faith was 
placed in peers and the academic community, rather than the managers and senior leaders in the 
instruction. No wonder, therefore, that management demands to “do impact” were dismissed or 
responded to with disinterest. And for those impact pioneers who did view impact as part of their 
core academic identity, this was generally in spite of their institution than because of. A number of 
those we interviewed, reflecting our own experiences, viewed impact as a fundamental aspect of 
their research because the nature of inquiry resulted in research findings which were important to 
share with stakeholders, rather than because they had been told in a PDR that they should be doing 
some impact with their research. And, in a number of these cases, the stakeholders with which they 
collaborated were not viewed as data objects, or potential funders, but as equal peers.  
 



So, in our exploration of the challenges of seeing impact as part of culture, rather than a 
management or policy, imposition, we feel it is necessary to explore further what motivates 
academics and what being an academic means. As such, we consider, as many might expect, the 
work of Bourdieu whose seminal text Homo Academicus (Bourdieu 1988), explored this in detail.  

Homo Academicus 
Bourdieu made significant contributions to the study of academic life, and his work focused on how 
cultural and social capital, along with academic field and habitus, played critical roles within the 
academic field. In Homo Academicus, Bourdieu applied theories of social practice to the academic 
world, and offered a detailed analysis of the French academic field in the 1960s. It was a detailed 
examination of the social structures and dynamics within higher education and research institutions 
in France, with broader implications for understanding academic life, its structures and individual 
motivations which we come to with this exploration of research impact (Williams 2020). 
 
Bourdieu argued that the academic field is not just a realm of disinterested pursuit of knowledge but 
is also a site of struggles for power, authority, and prestige, deeply influenced by external social 
forces and his research and theories provides a framework for analysing the academic world that 
emphasises the relational nature of power and the importance of social networks and capital in 
determining academic success. It reveals the complex interplay between individual agency and 
structural constraints, shedding light on the often-invisible forces that shape academic life. 
 
Of course, given its situation in French academia in the 1960 and 70s, it is not without its criticism 
(e.g. Wacquant 1989, Fisher 1990, Skea 2021), for example: 
 
Critics argue that focusing solely on context-specific analysis may restrict the generalisability of his 
findings to other national academic systems or to the evolving landscape of higher education in 
today's globally interconnected digital age. They also suggest that Bourdieu's emphasis on the 
reproduction of social structures and elite habitus may overlook the agency of individuals within 
academia to transcend their social origins or to enact meaningful change within the academic field. 
 
Moreover, changes such as the widespread accessibility of higher education, the emergence of 
digital scholarship, and shifts in funding models have significantly reshaped the academic landscape. 
These transformations potentially challenge or complicate Bourdieu's original analysis. Critics also 
contend that Bourdieu's work, particularly "Homo Academicus," could have more explicitly 
addressed issues of gender, race, and diversity within academia. The role of these factors in shaping 
academic experiences and opportunities has gained recognition, indicating a need for expanded 
analysis beyond Bourdieu's initial framework. 
 
Furthermore, while Bourdieu's critical examination of the academic field has shed light on profound 

issues of power and inequality, some critics argue that his perspective may overly emphasise the 

negative aspects of academic life. This focus might obscure the positive dimensions, such as the 

pursuit of knowledge, intellectual freedom, and academia's potential role in fostering social 

advancement. 

 
Despite these criticisms, Homo Academicus remains a seminal work in the sociology of education 
and a pivotal reference for understanding the complex and often hidden dynamics of academic life. 
Certainly, we see lots of the issues explored by Bourdieu in our own experiences and also in our 
conversations with peers for this book, and we will draw upon these significantly in later chapters.  
 
There are a number of key themes that are drawn out of Bourdieu’s analysis that apply to our 
exploration and evidence: 



 

• The Field of Academic Life: Bourdieu conceptualises academic life as a "field" – a structured 
space of positions within which academics (agents) and institutions operate. This field has its 
own set of rules, practices, and hierarchies. Academics compete for recognition, resources 
(such as research funding), and academic prestige, all of which are crucial for advancing in 
their careers. It is Bourdeiu’s view that the academic field is characterised by its relative 
autonomy (therefore, if impact is not recognised as something that will elicit recognition, 
resources or prestige, why would they be interested in it?) but also influenced by external 
forces such as politics, economics, and social trends. 

 

• Cultural and Social Capital: Bourdieu’s notions of cultural and social capital are central to 
understanding how individuals navigate academic life. Cultural capital refers to non-financial 
social assets, such as education, intellect, style of speech, and dress. In academia, possessing 
cultural capital can influence one's ability to publish, secure funding, and gain prestigious 
positions. Social capital refers to resources based on group membership, relationships, 
networks of influence, and support. In the academic field, social capital is crucial for 
collaboration, mentorship, and the dissemination of one's work. Certainly, for impact 
pioneers their networks extends beyond academia to include a broad range of stakeholders 
who might also be useful for the furtherment of an academic’s work, which might be used, 
in turn, to exert pressure on the institution for, for example, promotion opportunities. 
Indeed, some interviewees have said how the support stakeholders in, for example, an 
application for a professorial application, does carry weight and influence should the 
stakeholder be viewed as significant. However, we would suggest that this view is not 
commonly held among academic colleagues.  

 

• Habitus: Habitus is another cornerstone of Bourdieu’s theory, referring to the deeply 
ingrained habits, skills, and dispositions that individuals acquire through their life 
experiences. In the context of academic life, habitus shapes how academics perceive and 
react to the academic field, influencing their research interests, writing styles, and how they 
interact with peers and institutions, and their sense of belonging within the field. One’s 
habitus is crucial in appreciating the role of impact in one’s academic identity, as we discuss 
below. A traditional habitus is unlikely to engage with an impact ideology, however that is 
not to say that all habitus is equal, and we have spoken to many academics whose habitus 
would undoubtedly recognise the role impact with stakeholders has in their academic life.  

 

• Autonomy of the Academic Field: While the academic field is relatively autonomous, 
Bourdieu highlights how it is also subject to external pressures from the economic and 
political fields. This tension influences research agendas, funding priorities, and the overall 
direction of academic inquiry, and therefore the development of academic career and 
identity which potentially compromises the field's autonomy and the originality of scholarly 
work. 
 

• Prestige: Prestige, according to Bourdieu, is not merely an acknowledgment of scholarly 
achievement or intellectual merit; rather, it functions as a powerful form of recognition that 
contributes significantly to an individual's position within the academic hierarchy. Prestige 
operates as a form of symbolic capital that is both sought after and wielded by academics. 

 
While all of these themes can help us understand academic motivation and identity in the present 
day and, indeed, help us better understand the core questions central to the poor understand of 
research impact by both institutions and academics, there three aspects of this framework with 
which we are of most interest to us. There are the field, habitus and prestige.  



 
“The field”, in Bourdieu's framework, more broadly is a structured space of social positions and 
relations, defined by the distribution of various forms of capital (cultural, economic, social, and 
symbolic) that the actors) in the field possess. Each field has its own rules, logic, and stakes of 
struggle, where the positions of the actors within it are determined by their relative power or 
capital. 
 
In "Homo Academicus," Bourdieu applies this concept to the academic world, considering it as a 
distinct social field with its own unique set of rules, hierarchies, and power relations that help us 
understand the motivations of the actors (in this case academics, managers and leaders) and allow 
us to explore how the operate. Some key aspects of Bourdieu's concept of the field as it applies to 
the academic field are: 
 

• Autonomy: Each field operates with a degree of autonomy and has its own criteria for 
judgment and evaluation. The academic field is characterised by its pursuit of intellectual 
endeavours, knowledge production, and scholarly recognition. One might argue that the 
academic field is unique in how much autonomy academics believe and, in some cases, do, 
have. There is a disconnect between institution and academic individual which, while 
symbiotic, are not always mutually respectful.  It is governed by specific types of capital, 
such as academic credentials, publications, and peer recognition. 

 

• Capital and Power: Within the academic field, actors (scholars, institutions, etc.) hold 
positions based on their accumulation of capital (and of course this results in importance of 
building capital is a primary motivating factor for academics). Cultural capital (knowledge, 
qualifications) and symbolic capital (prestige, recognition) are particularly significant. The 
distribution of these forms of capital creates a structure of power relations and hierarchies 
within the field. 

 

• Struggles and Strategies: Actors in the field engage in continuous struggles to maintain or 
improve their positions. In the academic field, this can involve producing influential 
research, gaining prestigious appointments, or securing positions in high-ranking 
institutions. These struggles are guided by the habitus of the actors, which influences their 
perceptions, actions, and strategies. If the habitus of academics does not contain research 
impact or stakeholder engagement as part of its core, it will not have strong influence on the 
practice of individual academics to build their capital and therefore career success.  

 

• Field Dynamics: The academic field is dynamic, with shifts in power relations, entry of new 
actors, and changes in the distribution of capital. These dynamics reflect broader social 
changes, as well as internal developments within academia, such as shifts in intellectual 
trends or funding priorities. 

 

• Interfield Relations: While fields are relatively autonomous, they also interact with and are 
influenced by other social fields. The academic field, for example, is affected by political, 
economic, and cultural fields through funding policies, political climates, and societal values 
about education and knowledge. This is perhaps as close as Bourdieu gets to exploring what 
we might view as contemporary research impact.  

 
Given we are exploring motivations for engaging outside of the (academic) field and incorporating 
other stakeholders (or their fields) into one’s personal field, to encourage the adopting of research 
findings to better benefit others, Bourdieu views academia not as an isolated realm but as a space 
continuously affected by external societal forces, which shape its practices, hierarchies, and 



distributions of capital. He discusses the concept of capital beyond just economic terms, including 
cultural, social, and symbolic capital and explores how these forms of capital are exchanged 
between fields. For example, political capital (influence, connections in political spheres) can be 
converted into academic capital (positions, funding) and vice versa. This exchange shows how 
external forces can shape academic priorities and structures. 
 
While each field possesses a degree of autonomy with its unique norms and hierarchies, they are 
not isolated and often engage in complex interdependencies. Bourdieu highlights that these 
relations involve the conversion of various forms of capital (cultural, social, economic, symbolic), and 
are characterised by power struggles that impact academic practices and priorities. Academics may 
use their scholarly capital to influence outside fields, just as external forces may shape academic 
agendas and standards. These dynamics are further mediated by individuals' habitus, which 
influences their ability to navigate these interfield relationships, leading to continual reshaping of 
academic structures in reflection of broader societal conflicts and changes, which might be 
influenced by external factors such as policy positions and neoliberal restructuring of academia. 
 
While Homo Academicus doesn't directly address neoliberalism, the themes explored in text have 
significant implications for understanding the effects of neoliberal policies on higher education 
globally. To relate Bourdieu's analysis to neoliberalism, we should consider the broader shifts in 
governance, economy, and society that neoliberalism promotes, and we have explored from the 
higher education perspective in the early chapters of this book, and how these shifts impact the 
academic field. In response to these changes, Bourdieu's work encourages a reflexive stance among 
academics and highlights the importance of collective action to challenge the neoliberal logic and 
advocate for an academic field that prioritises intellectual rigor, critical inquiry, and social 
responsibility. There is tension between the neo liberalisation of higher education and Bourdieu’s 
work and its analytical framework is highly relevant for understanding and critiquing the impact of 
neoliberal policies on the structures, practices, and values of contemporary academia, and also, as 
we have already discussed, highlighted why these top down and management led approaches rarely 
gain much traction among the academy as a whole.  
 
However, as we have discussed above when considering the influence of, for example civic 
university concepts, he also argues that heteronomy can manifest when economic or political 
imperatives dictate research agendas, the allocation of resources, or the structure of academic 
institutions. We might argue that heteronomy is a growing pressure in neoliberal higher education. 
For instance, as we have discussed above, when government policies prioritise certain research 
areas for funding, this can shift academic focus and resources towards those areas, potentially at the 
expense of less favoured disciplines. 
 
Bourdieu also focuses on the struggles within the academic field between those who align with 
external forces (e.g., those who adapt to market or political demands) and those who strive to 
maintain academic integrity and autonomy. This is a particularly interesting distinction given our 
explorations in this book, and it is certainly something we have observed ourselves and with our 
interview subjects – the tension between, for example, the “applied” research compared to 
theoretical colleagues. It is rare, in our empirical interactions for this book, that the theoretical 
researcher will view applied research as sufficiently academic or, in some cases (as articulated in 
interview) dismissed as a betrayal of academic purity.  
 
Moving on from the Field, Bourdieu's theory of habitus offers another useful too through which to 
analyse various social and institutional contexts, including academia. Habitus refers to the deeply 
ingrained habits, skills, and dispositions that individuals acquire through their life experiences. These 



are shaped by their historical and social contexts and, in turn, influence their perceptions, actions, 
and opportunities. When applied to academia, Bourdieu's theory can help explain several aspects: 
 

• Academic Culture and Practices: Habitus influences how academics interact with their 
environment, shaping their academic practices, research interests, and methodological 
approaches. Scholars often develop a scholarly habitus that aligns with the norms and values 
of their disciplinary communities (i.e. they are more loyal to their peers than their institution 
or their line management). This includes preferences for certain research topics, methods, 
and ways of communicating knowledge. External policy influences places this practice in 
tension, because the individual feels they should remain faithful to their discipline first.  

 

• Field Dynamics: Academia, as a field, has its own set of rules, power structures, and capital 
forms. Academic habitus shapes how individuals perceive and engage in these struggles, 
influencing everything from research priorities to the informal politics of departmental life. 

 

• Inequalities and Exclusion: Bourdieu states that habitus can lead to unconscious biases and 
exclusionary practices within academia. Those whose habitus aligns less well with the 
traditional academic culture—perhaps because of differing socioeconomic backgrounds, 
gender, ethnicity, or educational pathways, or where they view applied practice or 
dissemination outside of the academic —might find it more challenging to succeed. Such 
misalignments can lead to experiences of marginalisation or imposter syndrome, something 
we certainly explored with several interview subjects with frustrations at the lack of 
acknowledgement of the importance of impact by peers, or a pride in being different to the 
“typical” academic.  

 

• Change and Innovation: Habitus also affects how change is perceived and enacted within 
academia. Those with a more conservative habitus may resist new ideas or innovative 
practices (for example the importance of impact as part of research assessment) that 
deviate from established norms (research practice underpinned by income and academic 
outputs), while those with a habitus more open to change may drive transformation in 
academic disciplines or institutions (are our impact pioneers evidence of a more open 
habitus to challenge the academic status quo?). 

 
Overall, Bourdieu's concept of habitus helps us to unpick the motivations of academics and explain 
why well-established practice is sometimes resistant to change, particularly when that change is 
viewed as being imposed by external factors (whether that is management or from other fields). 
Habitus helps explain the continuity and change within academic life, the reproduction of 
inequalities, and the varying levels of ease and success individuals experience in academia. It also 
helps us unpick why impact pioneers have less discomfort with impact agendas (and in some cases 
dismiss the policy perspective on impact as management catching up with their approach to 
academic work) as their habitus aligns with stakeholder interaction and recognises the transfer of 
research findings to facilitate impact as a mutually rewarding practice. 
 
In parallel with the established cultures and the habitus of academia, something that strongly 
manifested in our interviews, which is borne out with Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, is the 
importance of academic prestige. Bourdieu’s analysis of prestige in "Homo Academicus" challenges 
the notion of academia as a purely meritocratic sphere and help explain why academics are, 
arguably, sometimes difficult to manage! Instead, he portrays academia as a complex social field 
where symbolic capital, in the form of prestige, plays a critical role in shaping academic careers, 
motivations and hierarchies. Through this lens, Bourdieu offers a nuanced understanding of the 



power dynamics at play within academia, shedding light on how social and cultural factors influence 
academic success and the distribution of authority. 
 
Prestige is accumulated through various means, including but not limited to, scholarly publications, 
awards, and positions held within prestigious institutions (and this has been explored by other 
scholars such as Blackmore and Kandiko 2011, Kwiek 2021, Fyfe et. al. 2017). It is distributed 
unevenly across the academic field, with certain positions, disciplines, and institutions holding more 
prestige than others. Therefore, academic motivations are not always aligned with salary or 
alignment with institutional goals, but with their own prestige motivations, which can, conversely, 
align with established habitus. Prestige acts as a form of symbolic capital that can be converted into 
other forms of capital, such as social capital (networks and connections) and perhaps economic 
capital (through higher salaries or access to funding). The distribution of prestige is closely tied to 
the mechanisms of reproduction within the academic field, which perpetuates the status quo across 
generations and can be resistant to change. Prestigious positions often go to individuals who already 
possess a certain level of symbolic capital, reinforcing existing hierarchies and inequalities. This self-
reinforcing cycle perpetuates the stratification of the academic field. 
 
Conversely, academics can experience struggles for recognition and prestige. These struggles are not 

just about personal ambition, they can be deeply embedded in the structure of the academic field 

itself. Success in these struggles often depends on mastering the unwritten rules of the field and 

effectively mobilising one's accumulated capital or perhaps aligning with the more traditional 

habitus, rather than being viewed as a progressive (or, perish the thought, an applied academic), and 

therefore a poor fit. Furthermore, the criteria for achieving prestige can vary significantly across 

different academic disciplines. What constitutes valuable contribution in one field might not hold 

the same weight in another, reflecting field-specific logic and criteria for evaluation. 

Homo Academicus Impactus 
Drawing from both our own observations and those of our interviewees, we can clearly see how the 
management culture that besets research assessment, and the reliance on solutions and processes 
does little to support those who actually conduct effective impact. While these approaches, and the 
use of external consultants, might help boost confidence of management that they are ticking the 
impact boxes, it perhaps shows more about the lack of knowledge (and confidence) by senior 
leaders and the need for external validation.  
 
In contrast, what we draw from considerably with the interviews is that our subjects did impact 
because they enjoyed it, because they think it is valuable, and because they felt it part of their 
academic identity.  
 
In the first half of this chapter, we have explored the nature of academia, and academic identity, and 
explored theoretical positions that argued impact is something that has been imposed upon 
academics, and therefore should be rejected. We made great use of Bourdieu’s framework of 
academia to explore what it means to be an academic which, though written many years ago still 
have many recognisable feature to both us and those we interviewed, and we argue that unless 
impact is something that is adopted by the academy, rather than imposed upon it, there will always 
be considerable resistance to its value and it will rarely be anything but something academics feel 
obliged to do because research assessment (and to a lesser extent funders) demand it, rather than 
because they see it as something they feel is part of their research ideology.  
 
However, what our own experiences initially showed, and interviews helped us understand that this 
was not just something we felt, that there are our academics engaging in impactful research not 



because of research assessment and management pressures, or superficial career goals, but because 
it is a core part of their academic identity.  
 
Academic identity among our interviewees was, at least partially, defined through engagement with 
impact activities. The individuals discussed seeing their involvement in impactful research not as a 
professional requirement but as a means to enhance the practical relevance and societal benefit of 
their work. However, there were also tensions evident between traditional academic roles focused 
on teaching and theoretical research, and the newer demands for impact and engagement with 
external stakeholders. This conflict influences how academics perceive their roles – while most 
adapted to incorporate impact as a core element of their identity, because they understood why it 
was important, some felt resistance by their colleagues and leadership as a dilution of traditional 
scholarly values. 
 
We also saw how institutional strategies and policies around impact influence individual academic 

identities. Academics are not only shaped by their disciplinary norms but also by the strategic 

directions of their institutions, which can either support or constrain their engagement with impact 

activities. Those we interviewed who had encouragement from peers (and indeed stakeholders) we 

generally more confident to push back at institutional demands and metrics than those who did not 

feel external validation was valid given the discouragement they had received from those within 

their institutions. We would suggest that recognition and validation through successful impact 

activities can significantly enhance an academic's sense of self-worth and identity within the 

academic community. Conversely, a lack of recognition and support for impact activities can lead to 

feelings of marginalisation or questioning of one's role in academia. 

 
Perhaps the strongest indicator of this was interviews with individuals we might refer to as Impact 
Pioneers, those academics who were doing impact before it was called impact! In these cases (and 
this was certainly reflected by Andy’s scenario in chapter 1) there was no motivation from their 
institution to do this work whatsoever, unless the “impact” meant they could get money from 
stakeholders to fund research projects. However, these individuals still worked with stakeholders 
and felt personal reward in doing so. Their academic credibility against traditional measures of 
outputs, income and peer esteem were not watered down as a result of these activities, indeed 
these activities helped build more robust data sets which resulted in strong outputs and great 
stakeholder interest in their work. For our impact pioneers, doing impact was fundamental to their 
identity as academics. In conversations with these pioneers (three within our interview cohort) they 
all said very similar things: 
 

• I did it because I thought it was important 

• I did it because I could see the impact of the work on stakeholders 

• I did it because I enjoyed it 

• I did it because I felt appreciated 

• I did it because I was good at it.  
 
All of these factors were personal motivations. There was no one saying if they adopted an impactful 
approach they would get promoted, and they rarely received praise from managers for doing this 
(“wasting time that could be spent writing outputs or bids”). But they did it anyway. And when the 
REF2014 guidance for assessing impact was published, they all attracted considerably more 
attention from their senior leaders.  
 
Returning to Bourdieu’s framework of academia, we would argue that the impactful academic 
identity is fundamental to what it means to our participants to be academic. While prestige, and the 



nature of prestige capital to these academics is fundamental to understanding the intrinsic 
embedding of impact in their identity, there is also much to be drawn from Bourdieu’s concept of 
the field and also habitus for these academics.  
 
Bourdieu's concept of the "field" describes the distinct social and cultural arenas in which people 
and institutions interact and compete for resources and power. Each field operates according to its 
own set of rules, norms, and stakes, and is relatively autonomous from other fields. Examples he 
explores include the fields of art, education, law, and politics. In each field, actors (individuals or 
institutions) possess varying degrees of capital (economic, cultural, social, and symbolic) that they 
use to maintain or enhance their position within the field. The structure of a field determines the 
forms of capital that are valued, and the struggle over these forms of capital reproduces the existing 
power structures within the field. Bourdieu's analysis highlights how cultural practices and 
preferences are tied to power relations and are instrumental in the reproduction of social 
hierarchies. 
 
In Bourdieu's application of the field to academia, he views it as a competitive domain where 
scholars compete for resources, recognition, and influence. Within this academic field, the agents 
(scholars, institutions, etc.) possess varying degrees of this capital—cultural, intellectual, social, and 
symbolic—that dictate their power and status. Bourdieu describes the academic field as governed by 
specific rules and norms that define legitimate knowledge and scholarly practices. Success and 
prestige within this field are determined by one's ability to amass and deploy capital effectively, 
often evidenced by publication in top journals, securing of grants, and accumulation of peer 
recognition. This competitive landscape not only influences individual careers but also shapes the 
overarching priorities and intellectual directions of research. Given that the history of academia has 
not explicitly explored research impact as a form of prestige, we can see with this concept how 
policy makers might struggle to impose the importance of impact upon the actors in the field.  
 
However, we would argue for those who see impact as part of their academic identity, the field 
extends beyond the ivory tower (a problematic term that we do not particularly agree with, but a 
useful metaphor in this context). While we are uncomfortable with this term, which is problematic 
and reductionist term it has some merit in this exploration about the boundaries of the field.  
 
Certainly, our interviews highlight the competitive nature of academia, particularly how impact is 
pursued, valued, and recognised within different universities, and by different actors within 
universities. However, the impactful academic sees impact itself acts as a form of capital that 
academics strive to accumulate to gain prestige and improve their position within the academic 
field. This is evident in the discussion about the REF (Research Excellence Framework) and how 
institutions and individuals navigate its requirements to boost their status or secure funding. 
Arguably, impact has more prestige because it is now valued by academia, but there are some within 
the field who saw a more intrinsic value by extending the field to stakeholders with whom the 
academics interacted.  
 
Bourdieu's concept of illusio (Taksa and Kalfa 2015) refers to the deep investment and belief that 
individuals have in the stakes and practices of a specific social field, driving them to engage in “the 
game” and recognise its value. For impactful academics, they have engaged with deep investment in 
the impact concept because they believe it to be important and see its value (and it is recognised by 
stakeholders).  
 
There is also a tension between autonomy (the degree of self-determination within the field) and 
heteronomy (external influences) that is a crucial part of Bourdieu's field theory. Our interviews, and 
our own experience, show how external factors, such as funding bodies and government policies, 



but also the value placed in the research artefacts by stakeholders who can make use of the 
knowledge generated, heavily influence academic practices and priorities, and can, as is the case 
with our subjects, lead to shifts in research practice and academic identity.  
 
Pierre Bourdieu's concept of "habitus" refers to the deeply ingrained habits, skills, and dispositions 

that individuals acquire through their life experiences, particularly through early socialisation in the 

family and education. The habitus is both a product of social conditions and an influence on 

individual practices and perceptions, operating beneath the level of conscious thought and actively 

shaping people's behaviour and responses to their social environment. It is durable, yet adaptable, 

and manifests as a 'sense' or 'feel for the game' in various social contexts, guiding actions without 

strict rules. This system of dispositions enables individuals to navigate their social world, but also 

tends to reproduce existing social structures and class conditions because it is shaped by the 

individual's past and present circumstances, which are themselves influenced by broader social 

structures. Thus, habitus is central to Bourdieu's explanation of how social order is maintained and 

how social practices appear natural and self-evident to those engaged in them. 

 
Pierre Bourdieu's concept of habitus offers a critical lens through which to view the behaviours and 
practices prevalent in academia. This set of ingrained dispositions and cognitive frameworks, shaped 
by one's social and educational background, directs the ways in which academics perceive, react to, 
and navigate their professional environments. In academia, habitus influences research interests, 
methodological choices, and pedagogical approaches, often aligning with the prevailing norms and 
values of the academic field. This alignment helps individuals to 'fit in' and succeed within their 
respective disciplines, but can also lead to a replication of established academic cultures and power 
structures. Through habitus, Bourdieu illustrates how academic practices are not just individual 
choices but are deeply influenced by social and historical forces, perpetuating continuity and 
sometimes inequality within the academic field. Therefore, as with the field, if academics cannot 
recognise impact as part of the academic habitus, it is unlikely to be seen as something is important 
to their identity.  
 
For impact academics, we would argue, the habitus is shape with the influence of those outside of 
the academic traditions, which are embedded in a habitus which aligns more with the academic 
peers than the traditional management and leadership structures in their own universities 
 
The habitus of the individuals in our interviews is evidently shaped by the academic environment, 
which includes expectations around research, impact, and REF performance. For instance, the focus 
on achieving high REF scores influences behaviour, driving academics and institutions to align their 
activities and priorities to meet these externally set benchmarks, as institutions can exert pressure 
on academics (i.e. “unless you do what we instruct you will not gain promotion”) to make them align 
with policy. However, it is also shaped by external stakeholders, who allow the academics to 
recognise a different form of prestige beyond the research assessment frameworks to have 
something of more genuine value.  
 
The career choices and trajectories of the academics who took part in the interviews also reflect the 
influence of habitus. Their decisions on what research directions to undertake, how to engage with 
impact activities, and even how they perceive their own roles within the academic community are 
outcomes of their learned dispositions and the cultural norms of their specific academic fields but 
also by extending their discipline to incorporate stakeholders. There feel there is a deeper research 
culture as a result of strong relationships with stakeholders who, in turn, feedback both value and 
also research opportunities.  
 



The interviews also highlight a variation in how different academics understand and engage with the 
concept of impact, which can be seen as a manifestation of their habitus. This includes their 
approach to stakeholder engagement, the value they place on different types of research outputs, 
and their attitudes towards the managerial aspects of academia. Most of our interviewees saw 
personal motivation, and stakeholder value, as more important than “pleasing” their institutional 
leaders, once again highlighting a breaking out from a more traditional habitus while at the same 
time still have a deep understanding of what it means to be an academic for them.  
 
Arguably most significantly, if we are using Bourdieu’s framework as a means to understand how 
some academics have incorporated impact as part of their core identity as an academic whereas 
others have resisted something the see as an imposition on academic tradition, we come to prestige.  
 
Bourdieu's argued that prestige in academia highlights how academic capital is accumulated and 
recognised within the academic field. Prestige in academia is traditionally conferred through 
recognition by peers, citations, publication in prestigious journals, and appointments at esteemed 
institutions. Bourdieu argues that the struggle for prestige, which often correlates with access to 
resources and influence, shapes academic practices and priorities, influencing what is researched 
and published. This competition for prestige not only affects individual careers but also perpetuates 
systemic biases and gatekeeping within the field, often marginalising unconventional ideas or 
scholars from less prestigious backgrounds. However, for some academics, including those we 
interviewed, prestige can be extended beyond these traditional measures and incorporate prestige 
generated from external stakeholders which, conversely, conveys great academic capital now that 
institutions are being driven to incorporate impact into their funding.  
 
Our interviews aligning closely with Bourdieu's notion of symbolic capital, which encompasses the 
prestige, recognition, and influence individuals or institutions accumulate within their field. Certainly 
our interview subjects all had the trappings of traditional academic prestige, such as publications, 
citations and income. However, they also had something else. In engaging with stakeholders through 
networking collaborations and being viewed as either a thought leader or influential participant in 
the wider academic field, their prestige is recognised by their institution, who understand that these 
activities can result in between performance in research assessment.  
 
Nevertheless, we can also see that most of our interviewees view the actual act of engaging with 
impactful activities and seeing the results of engagement with stakeholders as a highly prestigious 
outcome for their personal esteem, arguably in their view more important than the increased 
interest their institutions now take in them since the REF requires evidence of research impact from 
units of assessment within an institution. As such, we can see that while the external value of 
prestige generated from impact is important, there is a deeper, more personal prestige, and prestige 
from a wider ecosystem of peers that they consider more important.  
 
Perhaps the most significant illustration from this work of how the alignment of impact with 
academic identity results in a deeper personal connection with impact came as a result of one of the 
discussions with an interview subject. In this case this individual was a senior professor in a Russell 
Group university who had previously worked at a different institution. His research discipline is 
contemporary in nature, and we were aware of his work and how impactful it was, informing 
national and international policy, and working with key industrial players in the area. However, we 
wanted to explore with them why they had never submitted an impact case study, given the 
significance and reach of their work.  
 
In unpicking this, we saw clear evidence of both toxic academic and poor knowledge exchange at 
their previous institution, where they had been told firstly by a senior manager, whose knowledge of 



impact did not strike us as particularly informed, that their unit of assessment would not be 
interested in “your sort” of impact. Furthermore, a research professional in the institution had 
articulate a very basic, linear model of impact where they wanted them to identity a specific article 
that they could build an impact case study around. The academic viewed this as particularly 
problematic for them given their volume of output and research critical mass, all of which informed 
the impactful activities they did.  
 
However, since unpicking this at interview, the academic in question clearly sees that what they are 
doing is impactful, and is working, for the first time, in build an impact case study underpinned by 
significant evidence and testimonials from major policy and industry actors.  
 
Or, to put it another way, when they recognised research impact as part of their academic identity, 
they saw its value. 

Impact as Part of Academic Identity – Andy’s Case Study 
By way of example, we can apply this thinking to Andy’s case study and broader experiences, used as 
the introduction to this exploration of academic identity in this book. We can similarly align this with 
the broader concepts of academic identity and motivation driven not through external policy and 
management demands but because he believed it to be the right thing to do with his research.  
 
Throughout this book, where we set out to try to understand why impact has not become a strongly 
embedded part of research policy and practice among our universities, one of our fundamental 
arguments is that while impact is view, as it is by some, as something that is imposed on academics 
by policy makers and senior managers, it will never be respected by academics as something that 
can (but does not have to be) part of their academic identity. In exploring this view, we have learned 
heavily on some of Bourdieu’s work on academic identity and the nature of academia, and a 
theoretical framework that both explains this position and helps up develop arguments that if 
impact can be part of academic identity (and this is reflected by the impactful academics we have 
interviewed in this project), it becomes something academia can own, rather than something that is 
forced upon them for the benefit of institutions but not individuals. Central to this exploration have 
been concepts of the field, habitus and prestige, alongside that capital that exists in these spaces to 
help an academic realise their internal worth and also the respect of their peers. We can apply these 
concepts to this work to show how an approach such as the one described in this case study is 
deeply personal and embedded in personal academic practice.  
 
Bourdieu's concept of the field (Thompson 2014) refers to structured social spaces or systems where 
individuals and groups vie for different forms of capital (social, cultural, economic, symbolic) 
according to specific rules and power dynamics inherent to each field. Fields operate semi-
independently, each with its own norms and values, influencing and being influenced by the 
participants' actions and the distribution of power within them. Applied to academia he examined it 
as a competitive space where scholars vie for intellectual dominance and resources, such as research 
funding and academic prestige, governed by specific cultural norms and values. In this field, the 
academic capital (like credentials and publications) influenced one's ability to shape disciplinary 
boundaries and attain positions of authority within a scholarly community. 
 
The case study and wider practice illustrates the concept of the "field" by exploring the dynamic 
interplay between academic research and societal impact, particularly, in this case, through public 
policy and practice on online safety. This case study, it could be argued, extends across several fields 
to incorporate others and illustrates the ongoing negotiation and application of various forms of 
capital (cultural, social, and symbolic) across these fields.  It is important in these fields to maintain 
the stakes and rules of which they comprise, and in academic terms knowledge and impact are 



valued differently (and in some cases in academia impact is viewed not as capital but as external to 
the field). However, by embedding evidence-based practices using methodological rigour into 
educational policies, this case extends a particular academic field in a manner that is both academic 
but also has broader prestige.  
 
The accumulation of capital in this case is evident. There is a cultural capital of expertise and 
knowledge that clearly has value to those who wish to improve outcomes for young people in 
addressing online harms, there is social capital from his networks and connections within the policy 
and educational sectors, and the symbolic capital from recognition and legitimacy gained impact 
work that has been demonstrated to be successful, both in the goals of policy change and also the 
wider goal of peer reviewed impact. These forms of capital influence both the academic and policy 
fields, altering perceptions and priorities within these spheres and shaping policy. Furthermore, the 
conflicts and challenges that arise from attempting to present a progressive position in how to 
address online harms is an illustration of the typical struggles and competitions for capital that 
Bourdieu emphasised, which in turn highlights how different forms of capital are essential for 
navigating and succeeding within any given field. 
 
The work also illustrates the tensions between the pursuit of theoretical knowledge and the drive 
for practical applications, of itself a common struggle in academia. This tension is a site of struggle 
where different forms of capital (theoretical versus practical applicability) are contested and valued. 
Through efforts to align research with tangible societal outcomes, this case study at least attempts 
to navigate these tensions but also works to redefine what is valued in the academic field, at least in 
his own field. A consequence, but not a motivation, for this redefinition, is the success as reflected in 
the case study in the previous Research Excellence Framework (REF) with its partial focus on real-
world impact. 
 
Furthermore, the interaction between the fields of academia and public policy is significant in this 
case study. It allows the application of rigorous academic research to address practical issues in 
policy and education, influencing teaching practices and policy implementations in schools. This 
cross-field influence is pivotal in shifting educational norms and integrating new safety protocols, 
which are direct applications of his research findings. Such efforts demonstrate the fluidity and 
interconnectedness of fields as the work impacts broader educational and safety practices. 
 
In summary, this can is a potential a model of how an individual can operate effectively across 
multiple fields by leveraging and accumulating various forms of capital that is valuable to all of them. 
The ability to influence educational practices and policy changes through his research exemplifies 
Bourdieu's notion of the field as a complex space of power dynamics, where capital is both a tool 
and a prize of the academic and policy-making arenas. Through strategic engagements and the 
application of research findings, this case study illustrates the notion of fields and also shows how 
one can shape the fields in which on operates if value and prestige can be generated in the 
application of research findings.  
 
While the field might represent the external reach of the work, we can equally see how the research 
shapes on individual habitus that extends beyond traditionally held prestige.  Habitus, as Bourdieu 
described, is a system of durable, transposable dispositions that individuals acquire through their life 
and career experiences. These dispositions influence perceptions, appreciations, and actions, shape 
an individual's worldview and their interactions with social structures. Again, we can posit a view the 
impact fails to gain traction in academic practice if it does not form part of academic habitus.  
 
In the context of the chapter, this case study, and its underpinning long-term engagement in the 
field of online safety and the interactive approach to engagement with stakeholders reflects the 



development of a specific academic and practical habitus. This habitus is not just a personal 
framework that could be seen as not fitting a particular academic or external identity, but is one that 
is shared and reinforced through interactions with other stakeholders in the field, such as 
policymakers, educators, and the community at large. This habitus, informed by over 20 years of 
research and engagement, directs actions and research focus towards impactful outcomes, 
emphasising evidence-based policies and the importance of addressing real-world problems. 
 
Bourdieu’s work also discusses how habitus interacts with the field, the social arena in which 
struggles or manoeuvres take place for positions of power or resources. In this case, the academic 
field and the broader field of public policy on online safety are the arenas where the research can be 
applied. The stakeholder engagement described in the chapter exemplifies how this habitus and the 
field interact: research influences policy changes and educational practices, and feedback from these 
applications further informs research directions and methods. 
 
Moreover, the concept of capital—social, cultural, and symbolic—plays a role in how this work is 
perceived and its efficacy in broader contexts. The work is not lacking in academic rigour, it stands 
up to traditional forms of academic capital (such as the peer reviewed outputs that underpin the 
research) but the practical application of his research, and the ability to communicate and 
collaborate effectively with various stakeholders, enhance his social and cultural capital within the 
field of online safety. 
 
Thus, this work can be seen as a manifestation of his habitus, interacting dynamically with the field 
of online safety to produce research that is not only academically sound but also practically 
impactful. This interaction between internalised dispositions and the external social structures 
exemplifies the practical application of Bourdieu's theoretical framework to understanding 
individual and collective actions in specific social contexts. 
 
And finally, while we have already touched upon prestige in this discussion, there are a number of 
explicit examples of how prestige is shaped with this personal habitus. Firstly, the long-standing 
engagement and the breadth of research across the field confer academic prestige. This is evident 
from a position where the research findings are used as reference points in discussions on online 
safety, where findings are utilised to shape educational and policy frameworks. This policy shaping is 
a reflect on the esteem the findings have among peers and stakeholders. The collaboration with 
policymakers, educators, and legal experts suggests a high level of social and symbolic capital. The 
ability to engage effectively with these diverse groups and to be invited to contribute to policy 
discussions and educational reforms is a testament to this prestige.   
 

Conclusion 
Exploring the nature of academic identity at a theoretical level and applying this to those we have 
interviewed about their own impactful identities, and our own work, helps us more clearly 
understand the tension between the belief by policy makers that impact is important and the 
resistance by academics to do it. Put simply, they do not see it as part of their identity, their field, or 
their habitus and, given it is perceived by many to be imposed upon them simply because “the 
funders” or “the government” demands it, does not result in engagement but resistance.  
 
However, those who have carried out impactful research because they think it important, not 
because of the imposition, and in a lot of cases in spite of management steer inside institutions, the 
connection to impact at a policy level is far more clear. Nevertheless, as we have explored in this and 
the previous two chapters, there is still a breakdown between policy maker, management in 
institutions and academics themselves, due to a failure of senior management and policy (in the 



view of our interviewees) to both understand what impact is at an ideological level, and whose 
motivations are not academic, but financial.  
 
To use Bourdieu’s vocabulary, if we, as academics, do not see the prestige of impact or how it aligns 
with our habitus, a top down policy that attempts to impose upon and reshape this will invariably be 
resisted. Both research professionals and academics we have interviewed have observed 
frustrations with the way impact did not matter until there was a financial reward for doing so, yet 
when those “in charge” did engage with it, their influence was rarely one of leadership because they 
did not have knowledge of either the policy expectations around impact, or a deep appreciation of 
impact. In a lot of cases these academics did indeed see engagement with their stakeholders and the 
subsequent effect, change or benefit that results, and they did impact for academic satisfaction, not 
because they had been told to, and they did not appreciate “advice” from those who had, until 
recently, questioned why they were doing it at all.  
 
Interviews with impact pioneers showed that they did impact because they believed it was 
important to them, because they enjoyed it, and because they were good at it. Stakeholders 
appreciated what they had done, and saw its value, which, in turn, raised the self-worth of 
academics involved.  Contrast this, instead, with an academic who has never engaged with 
stakeholders and sees little value in it (the tension between the theoretical and “applied” among 
researchers) being told they have to do it because it is now part of research assessment. It can come 
as no surprise that as a result of this approach, there is considerable resistance. Yet, and we 
reiterate that we are not saying this should be part of habitus for all academics, for some academics 
the frustration comes from a different perspective – that of management interference as soon as the 
policy space decided it was important. None of those academics we have spoken with “did impact” 
because they were motivated to by the rules of REF 2014 or 2021. In a number of cases, they have 
been doing it for a lot longer than that, in others these academics had deep and mutually beneficial 
relationships with their stakeholders. The last thing they needed for motivation was a zombie 
manager repeating lines about engaging with stakeholders, evidencing impact, questioning their 
underpinning research or counting testimonials and measuring their significance, when they could 
already do this. They were doing impactful research as part of their research identity; the REF and 
the case study demands that come with research assessment was not the motivating factor.  
 
In this chapter we adopted a theoretical stance on academic identity, largely informed by Bourdieu’s 
work in this area. The neo-liberal motivations of twenty first century higher education policy clearly 
very strongly conflict with Bourdieu's views on academic motivations around prestige, and the 
habitus of academia. This is not something that can be imposed, it has to be recognised as a form of 
prestige capital by academics, and be part of their own habitus. 
 
By recentring the discourse on the alignment between research impact and academic identity, the 
text advocates for a future where universities not only measure impact through external metrics but 
cultivate it through the passionate engagement of their academic communities, thereby fulfilling 
their civic missions in profound and lasting ways. 
 
In conclusion, the integration of research impact into academic identity is multifaceted and complex. 
Academics often place more faith in their disciplinary peers than in institutional directives, leading to 
resistance against management-driven impact initiatives. Those who naturally incorporate impact 
into their work do so out of personal conviction and intrinsic motivation, viewing it as essential to 
their research rather than an imposed requirement. This perspective aligns with Bourdieu's concepts 
of field, habitus, and prestige, where academic identity is shaped by deeply ingrained dispositions 
and the pursuit of scholarly recognition. 
 



Exploring the neoliberal influences on higher education reveals a significant tension between 
traditional academic values and market-driven policies. Neoliberal approaches often prioritise 
measurable outcomes, efficiency, and short-term impacts, which can conflict with the long-term, 
intrinsically motivated nature of impactful research. This creates a challenging environment for 
academics who value intellectual freedom and the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, leading to 
a disconnect between institutional goals and individual motivations. 
 
To foster a genuine commitment to research impact, it is crucial for institutions to support and 
motivate academics by recognising the intrinsic value of their work and providing a conducive 
environment for meaningful engagement. This involves aligning impact initiatives with the core 
academic values of curiosity, critical thinking, and societal contribution. By doing so, institutions can 
bridge the gap between policy demands and academic identity, ensuring that impact becomes a 
respected and integral part of scholarly practice. 
 
Ultimately, embedding impact within academic identity requires a shift from top-down impositions 
to a more supportive and inclusive approach. Recognising and valuing the personal and professional 
motivations of academics can lead to a more engaged and impactful academic community. This 
alignment can help universities fulfil their civic missions and contribute positively to society, 
demonstrating the true value of research beyond traditional metrics and assessments. 
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