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Evidencing and ensuring impactful research from developer-
funded archaeology 

Sadie Watson 

 

Summary 

The developer-funded (or contracting) sector of the archaeological profession produces the 

vast majority of datasets from investigations across the UK, and the formally published 

outputs from these projects are acknowledged as being of an academic standard. In this 

paper I examine some examples from my own work and assess their recordable research 

impact. I also look at the Research Excellence Framework (REF) 2021 submissions and 

note an almost total absence of datasets showing research collaborations with colleagues 

from within the contracting sector. This leads me to believe there are perhaps few 

opportunities for this type of collaborative project, and to think that REF submissions by 

higher education institutions (HEIs) tend to utilise datasets created by the developer-funded 

sector, rather than embarking on more meaningfully co-created models of research. I 

conclude therefore that the developer-funded sector should empower itself to lead the sector 

in designing a new research and impact landscape whereby new paradigms are established 

that respond to the environments within which our work materialises. (NB This paper is not 

about grey literature.) 

 

1. Introduction 

The legislation within which the developer-funded sector of the UK archaeological profession 

operates provides the expectation that results of projects 'proportionate to their importance' 

will be made publicly available (UK Government 2023). The drive to provide public benefit 

through this work is central to the mission of the contracting sector, although precisely how, 

and what, this might be remains a matter of debate and acknowledged to be often unsuited 

to the realities of practice (Nixon 2017 , 15; Fredheim and Watson 2023 , 22–2). The 

decision-making process that leads projects through the analysis and publication stages 

originates in Management of Archaeological Projects 2 (hereafter MAP2; English 

Heritage 1991), revised in the Management of Research Projects in the Historic 

Environment (Historic England 2015b) with some procedural amendments for nationally 

significant infrastructure projects, although the stages are broadly the same. Only those with 

archaeological remains deemed to be suitably significant or holding sufficient research 

potential will be subject to detailed analysis and publication, and the widely accepted method 

of dissemination of this material is generally a monograph or journal article considered to be 

of academic standard. The decisions over the specific potential and significance of the 

archaeology will be made by the contractor (often steered by a consultant) and curator, on 

the basis of its potential to contribute to research agendas, taking into account specialist 

input, background research and likely academic interest. The dichotomy that arises from 
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academic-standard publications being considered as public benefit is the focus for this 

paper, in which I seek to evaluate the research impact of some typical professional outputs 

and determine whether the persistently utilised concept of academic standard remains 

relevant for work conducted within the planning system, intended for public use. Nor does 

the contracting sector fully adhere to academic standards of publication, with inconsistent 

peer review of monographs further complicating the picture (as noted by Bryant et al. 2024 , 

8). The challenges of measuring and evidencing impact from our work (and that of other 

humanities research) is recognised by the British Academy (2023), and we have struggled to 

understand how to marry the need for synthesis with a growing understanding that 

archaeological value for communities may actually reside at a very local scale, and therefore 

perhaps at a different level of significance than that which we have traditionally used to judge 

whether sites are worthy of further work. It is likely that we have a long way to go before we 

can amend some of our professional traditions in favour of a more popular approach to 

communicating the things we uncover. 

Having reflected on the contribution to knowledge of professional outputs, and seeking to 

avoid offence, I have chosen to assess the research impact of a selection of my own 

publications. In chronological order these are: a Museum of London Archaeology (MOLA) 

monograph (Watson with Heard 2006), a MOLA Studies Series volume (Watson 2015), a 

local journal article (Watson 2014), a jointly authored period-based national journal article 

(Watson and Pearce 2010), an international journal article (Watson 2019), an article 

published online (Watson 2021), and a jointly authored article in a special issue of an 

international journal (Watson and Fredheim 2022). 

2. The current context 

The process by which an archaeological project conducted through the English planning 

system is determined to be worthy of publication, as opposed to a grey literature archive 

report, is outlined in the professional standards for excavation (CifA 2020 , 2023), with a 

cross-reference to guidance provided initially in MAP2 (English Heritage 1991). There are 

minor variations in the legislation of the devolved nations of the UK, but the overarching 

understanding is that the degree to which the archaeology encountered requires further 

analysis is decided by the contractor undertaking the work, usually after communication with 

the regional curatorial and often with significant input from a consultant, employed by the 

client (the developer, or construction management firm acting on their behalf). The problems 

with this interim stage have been discussed across the sector (Trow 2018; Wills 2018), as 

has the need for renewed consideration of what better received or more useful methods of 

publication might look like (Wills 2018 , 36; Jones et al. 2001; CBA 2024). This paper 

concentrates on those projects that are selected for analysis and publication; for a 

discussion of 'grey literature' see, for example, Evans (2015), Donnelly (2016) and CIfA 

(2021). Nor is the thorny issue of archived data and how to best provide access to this 

tackled here, but see the pages of the Archaeological Archives Forum (n.d.) and CIfA 

(2021). The 21st Century Challenges to Archaeology project, led jointly by Historic England 

and the Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA), is tackling publication and synthesis 

(Wills 2018 , 32–37). These aspects of our practice are necessarily slightly different in the 

way they consider public benefit, and their nuances need to be acknowledged because they 

have been developed without a great deal of public input thus far. The newly instigated 

Public User Needs Survey will inform this issue (CBA 2024). 

3. A few examples 

The first aim of this paper is to clarify the research impact of professional outputs intended to 

be of academic standard, which currently is assessed predominantly using quantitative 
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measures, if at all. Taking the MOLA monograph (Watson with Heard 2006) and Study 

Series volume (Watson 2015) first, these are distributed by MOLA to some relevant libraries, 

a subset of the full list available via the JISC Library Hub. At the time of writing (February 

2025) over 200 universities have reported to this database, some of them being colleges 

with larger institutions, such as Oxford, Cambridge and Durham. MOLA will send 

publications to universities, learned societies and other specifically relevant libraries such as 

those at the Bishopsgate Institute and the British Museum. 

Borrowing and readership statistics are not available from the JICS Library Hub and need to 

be obtained from the individual libraries, if they maintain such data. Each library has to 

search their databases by title, and readership statistics will only be recorded for volumes 

that are on 'open' shelves, which is not in fact generally the case for monographs and 

volumes of the type being considered here. The very fact that they are held on closed 

shelves, in basements and in reference sections, tells its own story: that they are not often 

used and not considered popular reference volumes. The online accessibility is relevant, as 

the way in which students undertake research has largely become an online phenomenon, 

even if they still prefer to be physically located within a library setting (Cox and Benson-

Marshall 2021 , 25–26). The serendipity of browsing shelves should not be underestimated, 

however, which is why I have recorded the shelf location of volumes: if the books are in 

closed areas, there will be no chance of stumbling across a potentially useful reference or 

case study. Obviously, some of the libraries have restricted access (e.g. Historic England 

and the British Museum), but generally the public are able to book a research visit. 

Table 1: Library and online access metrics for selected volumes, data collected June 2024 

Volume Form 

University 

libraries 

(number, 

location) 

Other 

libraries 

(number, 

location) 

Online, 

open 

access 

Shelf 

location (if 

provided) 

Online access metrics1 as 

recorded in Feb 2025 

Watson 

with Heard 

(2006) 

Monograph 9 across UK2 9 across UK3 No 

12 open; 4 

closed; 1 not 

known 

11 Google Scholar citations 

Watson 

(2015) 
Study Series 6 across UK4 8 across UK5 No 

12 open; 2 

closed 
2 Google Scholar citations 

Watson 

(2014) 

Local journal 

article 
N/A N/A Yes N/A 3 Google Scholar citations 

Watson and 

Pearce 

(2010) 

Period-based 

national article 
N/A N/A No N/A 

Journal metrics: 350 views, 19 

citations, 3 Altmetric citations, 15 

Google Scholar citations 

Watson 

(2019) 

International 

journal article 
N/A N/A No N/A 

577 pdf downloads; 246 online 

views; 19 Altmetric citations, 

shared via social media 22 times, 

17 Google Scholar citations 

Watson 

(2021) 
Online article N/A N/A 

Yes (funded 

by EAC) 
N/A 

13 Altmetric citations, shared on 

social media 18 times, 6 Google 

Scholar citations 
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Watson and 

Fredheim 

(2022) 

International 

journal special 

issue 

N/A N/A 

Yes (funded 

by University 

of York) 

N/A 

14 Altmetric citations, shared on 

social media 19 times, 1637 views 

(reported by the journal), 5 Google 

Scholar citations. Metrics provided 

by MDPI: 1638 views, 560 

downloads (June 2024) 

1 Via views and downloads (journals), and Altmetric and citation tools (Scopus, Web of Science, CrossRef) 
2 Birkbeck University of London, University of Bradford, University of Cambridge, Durham University, University of Glasgow, 

University of Oxford, Trinity College Dublin, University College London (UCL), University of York 
3 British Library, British Museum, Historic England, Institute of Classical Studies, The London Library, National Library of 

Scotland, National Library of Wales/Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru, National Museums Scotland Library, Society of Antiquaries 

of London 
4 University of Bradford, University of Cambridge, Durham University, University of Oxford, UCL, University of Edinburgh 
5 Bishopsgate Library, British Library, British Museum, Historic England, Institute of Classical Studies, National Library of 

Scotland, National Library of Wales/Llyfrgell Genedlaethol Cymru, Society of Antiquaries of London 

The books are sold at events and conferences, as well as via the MOLA website for 

publications. Sales are recorded (Table 2), and there are some clear indications of which 

volumes could be considered 'best sellers': predominantly those that provide detailed 

illustrated catalogues of specific artefact types (e.g. Egan 2005; Tomlin 2016) (these are 

also used by special interest groups such as metal detectorists and the re-enactor 

community) and those that report on cemetery excavations with integrated bioarchaeological 

specialist information, particularly for the medieval and post-medieval periods (e.g. Fowler 

and Powers 2014; Connell et al. 2012; Grainger et al. 2008). This genre includes thematic, 

synthetic and reference volumes (e.g. Gilchrist and Sloane 2005; Walker 2012). There is 

also extensive interest in volumes reporting on sites associated with William Shakespeare 

(e.g. Bowsher 2012) and those that have had a significant community component (e.g. 

Cohen and Wragg 2017); both these latter examples have been sold out in hard copy for 

some time. 

Table 2: Print and sales figures for selected MOLA volumes (although this is not the full 

picture as it does not separate out the volumes distributed to libraries. See Providing 

access) 

Volume Print run Volumes distributed/sold 

Watson with Heard (2006) 500 247 (approx.) 

Watson (2015) 500 486 (approx.) 

4. Providing access 

There is no standardised deposition location for books, as seen by the variable access to the 

two Roman volumes (Watson with Heard 2006; Watson 2015) in Bishopsgate and London 

libraries, where you would perhaps expect to find them (Table 1). Of relevance is the manner 

in which people are increasingly accessing research materials online; with university libraries 

providing online access to full manuscripts for download, there is less need for researchers 

to be physically present to study (Cox and Benson-Marshall 2021 , 16). Adopting this 

method provides clear benefits for those with access needs or distance learners in particular, 

and a hyper-linked manuscript allowing cross-referencing between figures, text and tables is 

obviously beneficial. It would also embed the concept of freely available research materials, 

which is an issue we have yet to solve. An online book funded by Bloomberg on the 
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Bloomberg excavations (MOLA 2017) is freely available, although citation metrics are not 

available because of the lack of a digital object identifier (DOI). In common with other 

independent research organisations, such as the Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, the National 

Trust and the British Museum, MOLA has recently undertaken a partnership with the British 

Library to provide online access to materials via a research repository, currently in beta-

testing phase but due to incorporate access to much of our outputs, including primary data 

from fieldwork (MOLA n.d.). At the time of writing (February 2025), the online library now 

contains 1506 pieces of content, including some client reports and the first wholly online 

MOLA monograph with a DOI (Brigham and Watson 2024), with no apparent impact caused 

to these resources hosted by the British Library by a cyber hacking incident (British 

Library 2024). 

Other major contracting organisations have recently provided online libraries. Oxford 

Archaeology now provides links to externally hosted journal articles and downloadable 

monographs from throughout its entire history (Oxford Archaeology n.d.), an incredibly 

valuable resource to researchers. It also provides client reports that are otherwise lodged 

with the Archaeology Data Service (ADS). Similarly, Wessex Archaeology offers an open 

library (Wessex Archaeology n.d.b) that provides freely downloadable monographs, and 154 

reports, presumably choosing not to offer access to those replicated on ADS. Both these 

provisions are testament to a large amount of work behind the scenes, and it is hoped that 

the relevant organisations will keep an eye on numbers of downloads. 

Elsewhere in the sector, Cotswold Archaeology (n.d.) provides its grey literature online, with 

a map showing the locations in the reports, which is a useful addition, although an advanced 

search using specific keywords did not turn up a major excavation I am personally familiar 

with, so the system is clunky. Headland Archaeology's publication page offers a couple of 

free pdf versions of its publications (Headland Archaeology n.d.), and dead links to Oxbow 

and the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland for others, as well as links to purchase others on 

Amazon. AOC Archaeology likewise provides pdf versions of some monographs, links to 

purchase options for others (some of which are dead) and a series of their grey literature 

reports, but there is not a searchable library facility (AOC Archaeology 2024). They do have 

a series of digital outputs on their website however. The frequency of dead links amongst 

this selection suggests that these areas of organisations' websites are not regularly 

monitored. 

The various metrics for recording digital access and citations are not ideal for our sector, 

given that much of our formally published output is not allocated a DOI, so tracking their 

passage through the online research environment is difficult. Unhelpfully, we retain a 

reluctance to use DOIs even when provided (and they are provided for grey literature reports 

published by ADS), a situation that editors, managers and authors need to work together to 

turn around. Nor is there space here for a full analysis of cited works, in terms of how widely 

they are further used and the implications this might have for impact of professional outputs 

(cf. Sinclair 2022). However, many journals have a more effective digital distribution and 

their online presence makes them more accessible than library-held monographs. 

5. Journals as outlets 

Period-based journals can be particularly effective at disseminating widely results and 

papers based on developer-funded archaeology. Britannia, for example, the journal of the 

Society for the Promotion of Roman Studies, has an international circulation of over 8000 

(both individual and institutional) and also provides some articles open access. By way of 

example, their website records that two of the most downloaded articles in July 2023 were 

papers by colleagues working in the contracting sector on projects funded by developers, or 
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on material that had originated from these projects (Wiseman et al. 2021; Redfern et 

al. 2017). As seen with the monographs, articles with a focus on bioarchaeology are widely 

read and appear to have a persistently applicable research interest. A glance at the metrics 

for an article by my MOLA colleagues, Chinnock and Marshall (2021), records impressive 

statistics of over 5480 views and 740 pdf downloads, and Altmetric recorded it as the highest 

scoring paper from Britannia in 2021. A useful comparison to this is another colleague's 

journal paper, Jeffries (2020), detailing the social history implications of a ceramic 

assemblage from the Spitalfields environs, at the eastern boundary of the City of London. In 

this, Jeffries refers to the infamous Ripper murders but weaves a narrative that avoids 

glorification, using the archaeologically excavated material culture to reconstruct the area 

during a tumultuous period. This is a paper that should have been far more widely read and 

is just one example of how access to our outputs is restricted by the location of their 

publication in geographically specific journals, with a lack of digital access for a period of 

years. The implication I take from this is that we should move away from print-only or 

restricted access journals and in-house monographs for particular types of project, and 

publish in journals with open access as standard to ensure a wider readership. Here I must 

acknowledge that I am falling for the attractions offered by the 'prestige' or 'high impact' 

journals, which corresponds with expectations of the Research Excellence Framework (REF) 

(Sinclair 2022), but if we are aiming for 'academic standard' then surely it is worth submitting 

papers to outlets with higher (international) readerships such as Antiquity (e.g. Watson 2019) 

if we have the appropriate material. One might expect that an online freely accessible paper 

(e.g. Watson 2021) would receive much higher citations and views, but this does not appear 

to be the case here, perhaps due to the relatively niche subject matter (other Internet 

Archaeology papers receive very high readerships, although this can be related to those that 

also receive exposure in the media; Judith Winters, pers. comm.). 

An analysis by Sinclair (2022) indicates the breadth, depth and complexity of archaeological 

research, although he also highlights the lack of developer-funded reporting and publications 

in his dataset, due to its invisibility from online bibliographic metric systems. If we are to 

assess our research impact in ways similar to those used by academia, we need to be 

highlighting our web-based outputs by identifying metadata [at a very basic level this might 

be an Open Researcher and Contributor ID (ORCID)] (ORCID n.d.) so that they can be 

encompassed by searches of bibliometric databases. We are excluding ourselves and our 

work from impact metrics by failing to use these standard identifiers. 

Perhaps one of the least comfortable issues surrounding access to research from developer-

funded work is that we tend to charge fairly large purchase prices for monographs. Several 

of the online libraries offered by the contractors mentioned above (including MOLA) provide 

links to purchase options for such material. These often approach standard academic prices, 

beyond the reach of a field archaeologist certainly and probably also an interested member 

of the public. The cost of production has usually already been funded through the planning 

condition placed on the client, so this charging represents a skewed (but common) idea of 

worth: that the published work needs to be paid for in order to be of academic quality. This is 

also holding our sector back from reaching a far greater readership. Ironically, of course, 

most contracting employees do not have institutional access to journals or other published 

material, and field-based or remote colleagues will not have ready access to hard copies 

held in office libraries. 

6. Should we adopt academic methods of reporting impact? 

Colleagues in academia are well used to considering the impact of their research, with the 

REF system embedded in metrics and used for funding decisions within a highly competitive 

market. Impact is defined therein as 'an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, 
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culture, public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life, beyond academia' 

(REF 2014). Usefully, Mattingly and Foster (2023) have summarised the approach of the 

REF2021 archaeology sub-panel, and their emphasis on partnerships, to expand the impact 

of research is notable. The case studies featured to accompany their article illustrate a wide 

range of collaboration, influence and creative methodologies at play in this complex impact 

landscape. However, none of the examples used is of collaborations with the contracting 

sector, nor are there obvious links to practice beyond developing policy or delivering training 

(Mattingly and Foster 2023 , 45). A deeper dive into the REF2021 case studies does provide 

more examples, and it may not be a surprise to find that those rare university departments 

with surviving contracting sections use their active fieldwork teams' expertise in their case 

studies. The University of Leicester is one of these, describing the contribution of their 

commercial arm, University of Leicester Archaeological Services (ULAS), to the scholarly 

reputation of the department as 'fundamental' (University of Leicester 2021 , 1). Likewise, 

the University of Cambridge uses its contracting section, the Cambridge Archaeological Unit 

(CAU), in one of its REF submissions, described as a 'key research arm' (University of 

Cambridge 2021 , 1), with the impact on local economic development plans and significant 

changes to the commercial practice of quarrying after the Must Farm excavations aspects of 

their work that expand the definition of research (University of Cambridge 2021 , 4). Beyond 

these two examples of universities with contracting sections, it becomes harder to find clear 

links within the REF reports, indeed some case studies misrepresent the contracting sector 

badly, for example this poorly worded summary, albeit from a chemistry department: 

'Archaeological analysis has been legally required in the UK as a part of all commercial 

developments since the early 1990s ...' (University of Bristol 2021). A renowned public 

archaeology project from the University of Oxford merely notes the inclusion of 'heritage 

professionals from Oxford Archaeology' (University of Oxford 2021 , 1), although there is 

perhaps work to be done on the part of the contractors themselves to articulate their 

professional contribution more meaningfully. 

There are case studies that have worked closely with curatorial services to have an impact 

on practice (e.g. University of Glasgow 2021). However, generally speaking the REF2021 

archaeology case studies do not show a depth of engagement with the contracting sector 

beyond utilising the results of its fieldwork, described as 'extracting' in the REF panel reports 

(REF 2022 , 67). However, the REF process provides us with some useful steers: impacts 

are societal, cultural, environmental, legal, technological, health, political and economic, and 

all these are helpful ways in which we can think about our impact more specifically beyond 

the generic term of 'research' (there were no 2021 archaeological submissions under the last 

four of those categories above). There are also aspects of this that show how previously 

disparate areas of archaeology are increasingly moving together without any overt structural 

redirection, in that the academic sector is increasingly required (and happy) to provide 

evidence of their impact on local communities. There is much to be wary of within the REF 

system, however, and each cycle brings more evidence (albeit anecdotal) that academics 

dislike the requirements. Watermeyer et al. (2022) have coined the term 'affective auditing' 

for the REF system, which deftly communicates the toll placed on academics who must 

engage with an unpopular and draining system. 

Looking forward, the REF system is under review for the 2028/9 round (UKRI 2023). We 

await further details of how the review might manifest itself in ways that could draw in the 

contracting sector but there is to be 'increased emphasis on research culture', more 

opportunity to report on impact created through 'an inclusive, diverse and collaborative 

research system', and an acknowledgement of 'practice-based research' (all quotes from 

REF 2029). This all seems positive, in that sector can work out how to maximise the 
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potential, wrangle public and private funding in combination, and establish appropriate 

research aims at project design stage to ensure societal impact. 

If the aim of some archaeological research is (in part at least) to change how either our 

sector or wider society thinks, feels or behaves, then clearly we need to move beyond 

reporting bibliometric data to considering whether we have achieved this. The last two 

papers I used as examples (Table 1) were intended to encourage behavioural change in my 

sector and potentially, therefore, there would be some credit for initiatives that have been 

instigated since, although without that bibliographic citation this would still be open to 

challenge. There is currently no widely accepted way of evidencing 'societal impact' beyond 

participant reporting in REF case studies. 

As part of my UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) funding, I and my research team 

commissioned the services of Impact Social Value Reporting to allow us to record and report 

on how our work impacts on the intended beneficiaries (Impact Reporting n.d.). This system 

broadly follows those used within construction and other sectors, which focus heavily on 

procurement and supply chain behaviours, but is flexible enough to allow us to include new 

metrics and new workflows, such as research-led outputs. This is currently experimental but 

is intended to provide a new model for reporting social and economic impact through 

archaeology, whereby we consider how our work has affected communities, clients and 

colleagues. We can use regional, national or international frameworks such as local plans 

(e.g. Tower Hamlets 2020) or The United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals 

(United Nations 2021) to report progress. An additional research-specific aspect of this work 

is including communities in the research, thereby enabling the impact on them to be 

measured and evaluated. 

The impact on knowledge that developer-funded archaeology has made has been widely 

celebrated (Historic England 2015a ; Historic Environment Forum 2023, 64; British 

Academy 2016), but it is unclear how much of this has been adopted into public discourse. 

Examples could be the population data we now have regarding all periods of the past, but 

particularly mobility in the prehistoric periods (e.g. Historic England 2015a , 8–10; 

Hey 2021), and we claim that Britain is one of the best understood provinces of the Roman 

Empire (Historic England 2015a , 20). Understood by us as archaeologists certainly, but we 

do not really fully understand how far this knowledge has percolated through to school 

curricula or into the general knowledge of the wider population. It is a rare find indeed that 

ends up in the commonly distributed curricula with the embedded educational impact that it 

will provide. A notable example is the Amesbury Archer, a richly furnished Bronze Age burial 

found during housing development work near Salisbury (Wessex Archaeology n.d.a). The 

discovery of the archer and the well-recounted tale of that discovery resulted in his addition 

into the National Curriculum for Key Stage 2 (ages 7–11) (Harris 2023), which in turn led to a 

plethora of online and other educational materials from organisations including the BBC 

and The Times Educational Supplement. These are likely to have been supported by the 

production of an illustrated book for children that unusually communicated the complexity 

and international aspects of the archer to a young audience (Brayne 2016). 

7. Identifying research impact 

Research has been considered a core public benefit of our work, but, as has been argued by 

Fredheim and Watson (2023 , 20–21), this concept is poorly defined and often mistaken for 

professional obligation, given that the planning framework operates as a public service in the 

UK, so people can assume that outputs from that system are naturally providing public 

benefit. As I tend to disagree with this narrow interpretation, I see the benefit that might 

come from research if it is considered to be less about the outputs per se, and more about 
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the research-led process by which the impact is created. This means the involvement of 

people as key collaborators, the use of new technologies, the addition of creative practice, 

and any other method by which one might make impact. This is where the societal impact 

might become apparent, where previously it has been so difficult to identify, and in fact there 

has been progress in these areas, but we have not been consistent in reporting on it or 

evaluating its success. Contracting archaeology has long attempted to identify as an 

academic pursuit when in fact much of our work is not research-led in the same way that a 

research excavation would be, and the lack of cross-sector collaboration and data sharing 

has been an issue without resolution for so long that it seems worth considering alternatives. 

In a project design sense, setting impact mechanisms and establishing metrics by which you 

measure success requires a longitudinal approach. We need to be setting our aims at the 

earliest stages of a project and sticking to them in order to evidence impact. These aims 

should incorporate a combination of scales that encompass archaeological and/or societal 

aims: local, to reflect the impact of development on local communities; regional, to reflect 

research agendas and landscape-scale study; and national or wider, to reflect the structures 

development works within, such as the aforementioned UN Sustainable Development Goals, 

which should be applied more rigorously in a UK context (United Nations 2021). We should 

also avoid the assumption that impact will include the wider public developing knowledge of 

facts and figures that are familiar to us; the reality is that research impact is far more 

nuanced and often due to tacit knowledge, i.e. cannot be formally measured or 

acknowledged, but instead becomes known through a famous case study, repetition or 

participation. Tacit knowledge is also fundamental to archaeological research impact, as it 

incorporates a degree of participation that other academic areas may not be able to provide. 

8. Towards a new impact model for developer-funded archaeology projects and 

publications 

I propose that contracting archaeology avoids falling into the various publication pitfalls of 

other occupations and, as a relatively young sector, takes the opportunity to divert to a new 

path. Developing new approaches tends to involve extensive consultation, during which the 

potential of singularly meaningful ideas can be watered down. It is also true that guidance 

and procedures can stagnate rather than innovate, given that, as soon as they are put down 

on paper, they suffer the same fate as previously: of becoming reference items rather than 

opportunities for reflection and reinvention. 

The complex challenge of providing public benefit through archaeology can take many 

forms, but it is likely (in my opinion) that current methods are not embedding this in our work 

outputs. To really appreciate the urgent need and moral obligation, we need to revise our 

methods and, ideally, consult with our intended audiences as to what they would find usable 

and useful. It might be that none of our current methods is either usable or useful, but we 

need to be ready for that conversation. Ultimately the issue of 'research-driven 

archaeological projects providing public benefit' (Wills 2018 , 35) might in itself be further 

confusing the issue. Do these two things combine to form a whole? Or should they be 

separated to allow archaeology to define which one (or ideally which aspects of which one) 

we are aiming for from specific projects? The impact of our work should be seen through the 

prism of the beneficiaries, and that will generally be the wider public, ideally defined further 

within project designs. Research aims for these projects might focus on impacts on this 

wider public, rather than solely on chronological narratives. We often rail that we cannot 

influence how people actually think about archaeology, that its central technical aspects get 

sidetracked in favour of artefact-focused stories of treasure and discovery. But this denies 

the fact that there is generally a reasonable standard of understanding amongst some 

communities, for example those who might utilise archaeology to try and stop developments 
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in their local area (known colloquially as NIMBYs: 'not in my back yarders'). This is surely a 

major impact of our work, whether it is an intended one or not. Mitchell et al. (2022) identify 

this as tacit knowledge and acknowledge that, while it is very hard to measure, it might be 

one of the most impactful areas of research, particularly for occupations involving some form 

of 'performance' (here meaning observed specific behaviours such as excavation). 

The principal planning framework within which developer-funded archaeology operates is 

one of local scale and, when combined with regional research frameworks, this naturally 

leads to the revision of site-specific strategies according to the significance and research 

priority of the archaeology expected within a locality. Rigid adherence to standard 

expectations of sampling strategies (for example) could result in potentially 'redundant 

information' (Holbrook and Fulford 2018 , 5–6), but an innovative rethinking of research in 

this context could mean sites and areas considered less significant for their archaeological 

potential might be used instead for wellbeing- or societal-led research, utilising archaeology 

as a process rather than as an end result, to provide impact in ways that can be measured, 

and which would serve as advocacy for the value of archaeology itself. This would enable us 

to consider local community research interests alongside traditional ones, and open up the 

processes themselves of both fieldwork and analysis to incorporate wider research themes. 

By way of example, and with the obvious benefit of hindsight, if some of the projects 

identified in Table 1 (Watson with Heard 2006; Watson 2014; Watson 2015) had taken a 

different approach, their research impact would have perhaps been greater. The research 

aims for these could have included how the findings contributed to wider public benefit 

outcomes, such as contributing to educational curricula, expanding general knowledge of 

specific aspects such as migrant activity within the pre-Boudican Roman horizons, for 

example (as multi-phase intra-site volumes tend to lose these details), or providing input to 

local cultural heritage, tourism or health and wellness initiatives. These publications could 

now be made free and openly accessible, with a DOI on downloadable pdfs. In future we 

could consider publishing only discrete aspects of a project and providing online datasets for 

the rest. As a contracting sector, we have not been radical enough in how we visualise this 

public benefit concept, although there have been exemplar research projects showing how 

many of our standard methodologies can incorporate participatory or inclusive design and 

practice [for example, geoarchaeology (Tully and Allen 2017), fieldwork (York 

Archaeology n.d.) and archiving (Corsini and Davis 2010)]. As a concluding note, the High 

Speed Two (HS2) Historic Environment Research and Delivery Strategy did include 

research aims that strayed from the norm, including community engagement thematic aims 

(HS2 Ltd 2017 , 60–63). It is as yet unclear how these will be drawn into the post-excavation 

and dissemination phase, as that has not yet commenced, but impact evaluation seen on 

HS2 previously has been traditional in method and scope (Fredheim and Watson 2023 , 58–

9) so it is to be hoped that this next phase will open up a wider conversation. 

9. Some final recommendations 

• Consider the archaeological process itself as a critical source of research impact, 

and consider using this to provide public benefit for communities, through 

participation or creative activities using the archaeological project. 

• Use an expanded definition of impact in our contracting projects: how does the 

archaeology expected and/or discovered potentially contribute to local or regional 

plans to improve the societal, cultural, environmental, health or economic situation for 

local communities? 
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• Consider publishing material that might have been grey literature previously but that, 

when taken with other nearby projects, provides a regional or thematic synthesis of 

interest to a wider audience. Local partners can be sought for this, for example 

libraries and council leafleting. 

To be clear, none of these proposals requires a major overhauling of any of the current 

systems in place. This is Carver's (2011) 'social context' brought into the contracting sphere, 

where the level of funding, the inherently local context for archaeological work on 

development sites and regularity of projects, should all be utilised to encourage a new way 

of thinking about how 'research' works within the developer-funded system and how to 

maximise its impact. 
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