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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

This report outlines the frameworks that the BETTER Life Project will use to establish the digital 

centre and to foster socially Engaged Research (SER) in life sciences. BETTER Life aims to develop 

the capacities of early career researchers to foster SER in their research through the creation of a 

digital centre of excellence (DCoE), an inter-institutional support structure that will develop the 

capacities of the participating institutions to foster SER. This will contribute to tackling societal 

challenges in diverse surrounding ecosystems while consolidating the DCoE as a reference for 

planning, supporting, and implementing SER in life sciences. 

This report focuses on the presentation of the organisational framework that defines the planning, 

structure and assessment of the DCoE and a second framework that operationalises SER from the 

perspective of the institutions and the researchers as the main drivers of SER. 

The framework for the BETTER Life DCoE presents the foundational elements of the centre and it is 

organised into four main dimensions related to the strategy, the existing capacities, the conditions 

created to foster the main objectives, and the assessment of the impacts of the DCoE. This 

framework works with the operational conditions of the centre 

Furthermore, the framework for socially engaged research presents a multi-stakeholder perspective 

for fostering SER from the institutional, research function, stakeholder engagement, and the 

impacts generated in the ecosystem. This framework provides institutions with a tool for identifying 

their capacities, their processes and the impacts generated. Additionally, researchers could also see 

the requirements, support opportunities and impacts of SER. Finally, internal and external 

stakeholders could also scan the impact generated through SER and its scientific, social and 

economic value. 

The frameworks presented in this report will support the subsequent layers of development over the 

dimensions and subdimensions: standards for SER in life sciences and the tools supporting the 

implementation of SER by early career researchers.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This document aims at setting out the framing elements for the BETTER Life Project from the 

perspective of the Digital Centre of Excellence (DCoE) and Socially Engaged Research (SER) 

in Life Sciences. The frameworks introduced in this document collect the consensus on the 

key elements that the BETTER Life Centre must develop to foster SER in life sciences. The 

frameworks take the perspective of life sciences since the academic members of the 

consortium are focused on this discipline and the application of the BETTER Life project is 

aimed at early career researchers in this field, nevertheless, they allow inter and 

transdisciplinarity with diverse fields of study since they allow applicability in the field of life 

sciences and beyond. 

This report is organised into three sections. The first section introduces the BETTER Life 

Project, its context, the concept of the framework, and the methodology. The second part, 

focuses on the framework for the BETTER Life DCoE as an organizational environment, 

emphasising the identification of key components that integrate the centre. The third part 

focuses on the framing elements of SER, which are the components that the BETTER Life 

Centre will foster. As a whole, the two frameworks contribute to the aim of enhancing the 

enabling conditions for fostering SER in life sciences from the perspective of a support unit 

and the research aspects.  

The framing elements presented in this report are further enhanced in the Standards for SER 

in Life Sciences, an extension of this report where the elements of the framework are 

operationalized into specific standards to achieve. 

1.1 The BETTER Life Project 

BETTER Life “Bringing Excellence to Transformative Engaged Research in Life Sciences 

through Integrated Digital Centres” is a project funded by the European Commission under 

the Horizon Europe (Widening Participation and Spreading Excellence) Programme. This 

project enhances the capacities of higher education institutions to cooperate with their 

surrounding ecosystems in the field of life sciences. 

BETTER Life aims to establish a DCoE for fostering SER in Life Sciences. The BETTER Life 

DCoE is an inter-institutional support structure for developing the capacities of early career 



 

 

D2.2 Framework for SER in Life Sciences 
8 

 

researchers to foster SER in their research. By developing these capacities, BETTER Life will 

contribute to tackling societal challenges in diverse surrounding ecosystems while 

consolidating itself as a reference for planning, supporting, and implementing SER in life 

sciences. 

The BETTER Life Project is a response to the Survey on Researchers in European Higher 

Education Institutions (European Commission, 2020) showed that 32% of researchers 

collaborate with non-academic sectors, 32% receive any transferable skills training related 

to collaboration with other sectors, and only 24% of researchers have moved to other 

sectors during their research career. This number evidences the need for developing support 

structures, tools, and multi-stakeholder collaboration with the surrounding ecosystems to 

foster collaborative and transdisciplinary research for tackling global challenges. The 

BETTER Life DCoE addresses social engagement and collaboration in research as key 

elements to generate a wide range of impacts. 

BETTER Life is based on the quadruple helix model of innovation, where the interaction of 

academics, research, industry, government, and civil society generate mutually beneficial 

partnerships. The specific objectives of the project are: 

•       To consolidate a strategic vision for the BETTER Life DCoE oriented to stand as a 

world reference in SER in life sciences and committed to long-term 

sustainability.  

•   To build intra- and inter-institutional capacities to foster SER in life sciences 

through resources, guidelines, network cooperation, and policy designs at 

regional and international levels. 

•   To build individual capacities for boosting the social impact of the research 

developed by early career researchers by providing support to design, develop, 

and valorise research engaged with the surrounding ecosystems. 

•   To consolidate the BETTER Life DCoE as a global reference point in developing and 

pioneering transferable tools to foster SER in life sciences at individual, 

institutional, regional, and international levels. 

In the long term, the project will generate scientific impacts by designing transferable 

policies and tools, economic impacts by effectively attracting funding, and societal impacts 

by embedding local ecosystem needs and enhancing the real-life impact of academic 

institutions. 
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1.2 Socially Engaged Research and the Digital Centre of Excellence 

The Consortium of the BETTER Life Project defined Socially Engaged Research (SER) as a 

strategic approach to the definition, planning, management, and execution of a research 

agenda in which there are meaningful interactions between diverse societal stakeholders. 

The aim of SER is to address relevant societal challenges to increase the accountability, 

responsibility, contributions, quality, relevance, and positive impact of research on society 

at the regional, national, and international levels. 

SER brings together the stakeholders framed in the quadruple helix model of research and 

innovation: academia, industry, government and civil society. The interaction and 

collaboration among these stakeholders allow for the inclusion of non-traditional research 

paths related to non-technological and technological improvements, service creation, social 

entrepreneurship, and creativity exploitation (Carayannis & Campbell, 2009; European 

Committee of the Regions et al., 2016).  

The quadruple helix model of research and innovation mirrors the enhancement of the 

modes of knowledge production framing SER. Beyond the dichotomy of “mode 1” 

(basic/theoretical research) and “mode 2” (applied research) of knowledge production, the 

emergence of “mode 3” integrated non-academic knowledge to catalyse, accelerate, and 

support the creation, dissemination absorption, and use knowledge assets (Carayannis & 

Campbell, 2009; Sattler et al., 2022).  

SER and Mode 3 of knowledge production imply transdisciplinarity between academic and 

social issues to create tailored solutions that are scientifically sound and socially relevant 

(Sattler et al., 2022). The transdisciplinary approach also implies sharing power within the 

process and generating diverse outcomes including concepts and practices (Knapp et al., 

2019; Ferguson et al., 2022). Hence, SER frames research produced in the context of the 

application, transdisciplinarity, heterogeneity, multi-stakeholder collaboration, and social 

and scientific accountability.  

SER goes beyond the understanding of “engaged research” as research approaches in which 

citizens participate only as data collectors. SER encapsulates the engagement of academia, 

government, industry and civil society in defining research agendas, policies, 

conceptualization, and implementation. SER is framed in the role that research plays in 

strengthening knowledge-based economies and cohesive societies by demonstrating its 

accountability, social responsibility, and relevance to society.  

The BETTER Life Project implements a Digital Centre of Excellence (DCoE) as a strategy for 

fostering SER in the field of life sciences. DCoEs are organisational environments focused on 

developing excellence and high standards in specific fields of research, innovation and 
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learning, smart specialisations, and intersectoral collaborations combining socioeconomic 

and academic goals (Hellström, 2013; Gartland, & Gartland, 2018). 

DCoEs have emerged as a model with a strategic function of converging research excellence, 

capacity building, policies, processes, and attracting funding (Beerkens, 2009; Hellström, 

2018). These centres are conceived as a platform for fostering transdisciplinarity and 

enhancing university-multi-stakeholder collaborations, nevertheless, there are no specific 

structures or blueprints these centres follow in their design (Borlaug, 2016; Hellström, 2018). 

Hence, the BETTER Life Project is looking for optimal organisational solutions for creating a 

suitable platform to foster SER in life sciences. 

The consortium of the project includes seven universities from the Czech Republic, Estonia, 

Germany, Italy, Latvia, Poland and Serbia with existing strengths in research in life sciences 

that aim at enhancing the impact and pertinence of their research by building the capacities 

for fostering SER in life sciences. The BETTER Life DCoE will be the tools for building the 

capacities to foster SER in the field of life sciences. 

1.3 Definition of a Framework 

The first step towards building the BETTER Life DCoE is the identification of the framing 

elements articulating the centre. A framework maps out the essential factors and variables 

to show their relationship and visually represents the logical structure of connected ideas 

within a multifaceted concept (Grant & Osanloo, 2014). As a foundation or blueprint is 

essential in a house construction project, a framework is vital to understand the direction 

and structure of an organisational unit such as a DCoE.  

For approaching the concept of “framework” used in this report, relevant definitions from 

related literature outlined the concept as follows: 

Source Definition 

NHS Health Research 

Authority (2020) 

In policy, a framework is a set of principles, guidelines, and 

standards that inform decision-making. 

Singh & Sarkar (2019)  In management, a framework is a set of concepts, methods, and 

techniques that provide guidance for decision-making 

Powel (2018)  In organizational studies, a framework is a structure that 
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 outlines how certain activities are divided and how they are 

coordinated. 

Padhi (2018) In higher education, a framework refers to the policies and 

practices that guide the development and delivery of higher 

education programs 

Kivunja (2018) In research, a framework refers to the detailed logical 

orientation and relationships of whatever forms the essential 

structures, plans, methods and implementation of a research 

project.  

For the BETTER Life Project, a framework refers to a set of formal structures necessary for 

service provision and for fostering the development of a specific field of study (life sciences). 

In line with Giddens and his structuration theory (Giddens, 1984) the frameworks are not 

intended to be a sort of “dictating rules” prescribing our activities but they are considered 

as the sets of principles enabling our activities. It envisions consistency in the conception, 

implementation, evaluation and follow-up of strategies. Such a framework is the 

precondition for the implementation and management of intervention tools. A framework 

shapes the scope and efficacy of interventions (OECD & ASEAN, 2018) and is composed of 

sub-dimensions that constitute the building blocks of a policy or institution. Under each 

dimension, there are standards and indicators that act as the specific goals reflecting a 

general strategy. 

For the implementation of the BETTER Life Project, the consortium came to the consensus 

of creating two interrelated frameworks: one from the perspective of the DCoE and another 

from the perspective of SER in life sciences. The Framework for the BETTER Life DCoE 

presents the key dimension and sub-elements of the digital centre. The second framework 

focuses on the key aspects that need to be fostered in SER for its advancement. The 

Framework for BETTER Life DCoE establishes the blueprint for organisational aspects and 

the Framework for SER deepens the facilitation for building capacities in SER. 

Both frameworks are connected by the topic of SER. The first one builds on the 

administrative unit of the DCoE and the second one build on enhancing the key components 

of SER. They are different levels of a support unit: operational and disciplinary levels. 

The frameworks presented in this report aim at providing the following benefits for the 

BETTER Life Project: 
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● To provide a clear picture of the core components of the BETTER Life DCoE and the 

elements it will support in research to foster SER that will be supported, further 

developed, and followed up. 

● To help to organise and plan the efforts within the scope of what the project seeks 

to achieve within the strategic plan.  

● To establish a dialogue with previous frameworks that will inform elements and 

dimensions of the interventions developed in the project. 

● To guide the further development of standards, tools, implementation of capacity-

building activities, refinement of instruments, and the assessment of the 

interventions. 

● To provide a clear lens for the assessment, reflection and evaluation of the 

interventions of the project that will support further planning cycles and the 

introduction of continuous improvement measures. 

In sum, the frameworks proposed in this report play a foundational role that provides a clear 

picture of how the BETTER Life Centre is organised and its scope of action. It is also 

interrelated to the strategic plan and the standards developed in the project. 

1.4 Methodology 

The creation of the frameworks for the BETTER Life Project followed a four-stage 

participative methodology. The first stage involved conducting a literature review to map 

the status quo of SER, existing frameworks, supporting conditions and characteristics of 

SER. The result of this stage is the Status Quo Report on Socially Engaged Research. 

In the second stage, co-creation workshops were developed involving the consortium 

partners in discussing the elements of SER found in the literature to reorganise them into 

broad categories or dimensions. These workshops served as a collaborative platform for 

brainstorming and exchanging ideas. The result of the workshops were two canvases with 

the key dimensions for building a DCoE and for supporting SER. 

In the third stage, the outcomes of the co-creation workshop were conceptualised into 

functional design reflecting the dimension and sub-dimension identified in the workshop. 

These dimensions and elements identified were integrated into a visually cohesive 

framework structure presented in this report. The visual representation of the framework 

served as a visual result, enabling easy understanding and communication of the framework 

structure. 
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Finally, in the fourth stage, the frameworks were validated by the consortium. This involved 

a thorough review of the frameworks to ensure their alignment with the goals and objectives 

of the BETTER Life Project. Feedback and input from the consortium partners were collected 

and incorporated into the framework to refine and improve its clarity, relevance, and 

applicability. 

This four-stage methodology ensured that the frameworks were informed by existing 

knowledge, co-created by consortium partners, grounded in the relevant literature, visually 

represented for clarity, and validated for their alignment with the project's goals and 

objectives. This methodology also mimics the SER in the principles of mutual cooperation 

and co-creation. The resulting frameworks included in this report provided a robust and 

comprehensive structure for guiding the implementation of SER initiatives within the 

context of the BETTER Life Project. 
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2. FRAMEWORK FOR THE BETTER 

LIFE DIGITAL CENTRE OF 

EXCELLENCE 
This section presents the organisational elements of the DCoE that the BETTER Life Project 

will develop. This framework is informed by existing literature on the development of 

centres of excellence for supporting the advancement of research. Additionally, this 

framework provides a general overview of the key organisational dimensions of the BETTER 

Life DCoE, which is enhanced and operationalized in the strategic plan of the centre. 

This section further delineates the concept of DCoE from the perspective of the BETTER Life 

Project, introduces the framework of the centre and elaborates on its use. Therefore, this 

framework is a foundational element for the centre and will be operationalized in the 

development of its activities, which implies that further refinements will be needed once the 

project is implemented. 

2.1 The BETTER Life Digital Centre of Excellence 

The BETTER Life DCoE envision in the BETTER Life Project is an inter-institutional support 

structure, consisting of a network of cooperative partners focused on SER as a high-potential 

growth area that contributes to excellence in research in life sciences. The centre will 

support the consolidation of high standards in SER, innovation, and learning, and become a 

key strategic component for the design, development, and steering of SER in life sciences. 

The DCoE will also enable the consortium to undertake projects that meet international 

excellence standards. 

A centre of excellence, in the BETTER Life project, is understood as a team, shared facility or 

unit fostering high standards of research, leadership, collaboration, capacity building, 

funding attraction, and creating innovative mechanisms to promote knowledge and 

scientific advancements in a specific field (OECD, 2014; Hellstrom, 2018; Nakov et al., 2020; 

Fekadu et al., 2021; Manyazewa, 2022). The BETTER Life DCoE will be a platform for fostering 

interdisciplinarity, enhancing university-multi-stakeholder collaborations, and building the 

capacities of the early career researchers and the research units of the university 
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participating in the consortium. This vision is in line with the analytical framework for CoEs 

proposed by Hellstrom (2013; 2018) and the experiences such as the Humana Health Plan 

(Itri et al., 2014), which emphasises strategic orientation, institutional support conditions, 

and capacity building and impacts. 

The strategic orientation of the BETTER Life DCoE will be defined through its Strategic and 

Governance Plan, which is a living document, outlines the governance, roles, mission and 

vision of the centre. The plan will also establish strategic goals aligned with the main 

operational goals with corresponding measures of their achievement, such as capacity 

building, cooperation in research, science-citizens/public interface, innovation, or social 

engagement. The governance network will set the weight of these goals and establish the 

KPIs for each of them. 

The DCoE will have a digital focus, as it will use digitalization to support research, 

innovation, and capacity building from a transnational perspective. It will also leverage 

digital platforms to connect with partners and stakeholders worldwide, enhancing its global 

reach and impact. The BETTER Life DCoE will be structured to enable cross-disciplinary 

collaborations, facilitate the sharing of resources and knowledge, and accelerate the 

translation of research into tangible outcomes that benefit society. 

The BETTER Life DCoE will be a significant step towards establishing high standards of SER 

in life sciences. By fostering interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity, and enhancing 

university-multi-stakeholder collaborations, it will attract funding and enable the 

consortium to undertake projects that meet international excellence standards. The DCoE's 

digital focus will also enable it to leverage advanced technologies, connect with partners 

worldwide, and accelerate the translation of research into tangible outcomes that benefit 

society. The BETTER Life DCoE represents an opportunity for the life sciences field and will 

undoubtedly contribute to shaping the future of research and innovation. 

2.2 Framework Elements of the Digital Centre of Excellence 

The BETTER Life DCoE framework is based on the key elements for defining the processes of 

excellence in centres of excellence according to Hellstrom (2013) and OECD (2014), which 

include strategic orientation, organizational capacities, enabling conditions, and impacts. It 

is essential for academic centres of excellence to have a strong foundation and work towards 

achieving excellence. As stated by Fekadu et al. (2021) in the “Key Processes of Excellence as 

a Prerequisite to establishing academic centres of Excellence in Africa”, organisational goals 

and governance structure are the foundations of excellence. The BETTER Life DCoE 

recognizes the importance of these foundations and aligns its mission, vision, and 
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operational goals accordingly. The framework also emphasizes the importance of building 

strong organizational capacities, enabling conditions, and measuring impacts. 

The BETTER Life DCoE framework is also connected to the Framework for Big Data and AI 

Centre of Excellence by Curry et al. (2021). Both frameworks acknowledge the importance of 

measuring impacts and the backward flow of feedback from the impact created to the 

environment in which the centres operate. Additionally, the BETTER Life DCoE framework 

recognizes the importance of organizational capacity-building mechanisms and 

collaborations, which are also highlighted in Curry et al.'s framework. 

The BETTER Life DCoE framework is a comprehensive approach to establishing a support 

unit for SER in life sciences, which is the aim of the project. The framework aligns with the 

foundations of excellence from previous the principles of previous frameworks and 

emphasizes the importance of building strong organizational capacities, enabling 

conditions, and measuring impacts as illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Framework for the BETTER Life Digital Centre of Excellence. 

 

Note: This framework was created with the participation of the consortium representatives 

after identifying the key elements of existing frameworks for the development of centres of 

excellence for diverse field of study. 



 

 

D2.2 Framework for SER in Life Sciences 
17 

 

2.3 Dimensions and Elements of the Digital Centre of Excellence 

This framework presents the foundational elements of the BETTER Life DCoE and it is 

organised into four main dimensions related to the strategy, the existing capacities, the 

conditions created to foster the main objectives, and the assessment of the impacts of the 

DCoE. The four dimensions and twelve subdimension of the framework are: 

i) Strategic orientation: Strategic orientation highlights the institutional focus and 

strategic vision, and goals and governance of the DCoE for SER in life sciences. The 

centre aims to position itself as a global leader in SER in life sciences. The vision and 

mission, governance structure, and operational goals reflect the strategic vision for 

achieving this ambitious goal.  

(1) Vision and Mission: The mission and vision refer to the overall purpose, direction 

and goal of the DCoE and the operations implemented to achieve that goal. It 

provides a clear and inspiring picture of what the DCoE wants to become and serves 

as a guiding principle for decision-making and action. 

(2) Governance structure: the governance structure sets out the regulations, 

procedures, and roles and is the decision-making body.  A clear governance 

structure will guide the DCoE in contributing their effort toward achieving the 

strategic goals.  

(3) Operational goals: these refer to key building blocks for attaining strategic goals. 

They are short to mid-term objectives whose achievement brings the DCoE closer to 

the vision of fostering SER in life sciences. The operational goals can be adjusted to 

changing internal and external organisational environments; consequently, the 

pathway to attaining long-term strategic goals also becomes flexible.  

ii) Organisational capacity: refers to the mapping of the existing capacities in the 

consortium of the BETTER Life Project allowing the DCoE to carry out its functions and 

achieve its goals. This dimension is divided into: 

(1) Technical infrastructure: represents the physical and digital facilities necessary for 

the smooth operation of the DCoE. This technical unfractured is already present in 

the consortium and should be mapped in the development of the tools for the centre 

as resources to share in the consortium. It also refers to the platform and technology 

used to operate the DCoE. 

(2) Research capacity: connotes human resources with vast research experience in 

conducting and operationalizing SER in life sciences. Experienced researchers and 

previous knowledge of the context are crucial to the implementation of SER. 
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(3) Capacity-building mechanisms: refers to skilling intervention which enhances 

capacity and targets a broad range of actors and systems such as individuals, 

institutions, and wider economic and regulatory capacities (OECD, 2018). UNESCO 

(2007) identified examples of capacity-building modalities such as the provision of 

network development, technology and equipment, and convening meetings and 

conventions. 

iii) Enabling conditions: underscore the support mechanisms which will be provided by 

the DCoE for researchers to facilitate SER in life sciences. Further, enabling conditions 

are also external conditions (regional or national) and opportunities created by 

stakeholders. Enablers for SER research offer motivations, tools and actions to foster 

SER. The enabling conditions are described as follows. 

(1) Resources and tools: A digital centre for socially engaged research requires 

adequate funding to support its activities, including technology infrastructure, 

personnel salaries, training, and research projects. Funding sources can come from 

government grants, private donors, or institutional support. 

(2) Human resources/Networks: The centre must have skilled human resources with 

existing networks in the field of higher education that allows for fostering the goals 

of the DCoE.  

(3) Collaborations: establishing a DCoE for SER requires building collaborative 

partnerships with stakeholders in the community, including local organizations, 

government agencies, and community members. This subdimension refers to 

strategic partners for the centre.  

iv) Impacts: a digital centre for SER can have several expected outcomes including but not 

limited to: 

(1) Outcome targets: this subdimension refers to the definition of the KPIs that were 

already established in the project. These targets are aligned with the operational 

goals and constitute targets that should be considered when planning the activities. 

(2) Quality assurance: refers to the processes and practices put in place to ensure that 

services provided align with specified quality standards of SER. Key aspects of 

quality assurance constitute the follow-up of the development of capacity-building 

actions.  

(3) Performance assessment: this dimension deals with the evaluation of the 

indicators set in the project and the results generated by the DCoE. This 

information should feed the reports on the performance of the centre and future 

improvement actions. 
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This framework presents a general perspective for an organisational unit dedicated to 

supporting the implementation and enhancement of institutional initiatives such as SER. 

However, this framework needs to be complemented with the disciplinary initiative to 

foster, in this case SER, which will be described in section three of this report. 

2.4 Usefulness of the Framework 

The usability, applicability, and usefulness of the organizational framework for the BETTER 

Life Project, which is aligned with the CoE analytical framework methodology proposed by 

Hellstrom (2013), can be highlighted in several ways. 

The framework provides a clear strategic orientation for the DCoE, defining the goals, 

mission, and vision of the centre. This strategic orientation is operationalized in the Strategic 

and Governance Plan, which guides the overall strategy of the DCoE. The governance 

network of the DCoE is responsible for setting strategic goals and key performance 

indicators aligned with the main orientation of the centre, whether it be capacity building, 

research, or innovation, among other possible orientations. This strategic orientation helps 

to align the efforts of the consortium partners and provides a clear direction for the DCoE's 

activities. 

The framework also ensures that the DCoE operates within institutional 

supporting/operational conditions that are conducive to research excellence. The 

framework includes sub-dimensions that constitute the building blocks of the DCoEs. These 

sub-dimensions can be broken down into standards or indicators that reflect the 

performance of the centre. Then, this organisational framework helps to shape the scope 

and efficacy of the DCoEs interventions, providing a consistent and organized approach to 

the conception, implementation, evaluation, and follow-up of strategies. 

Additionally, the framework enhances the analytical approach taken to develop the 

organizational environment for the BETTER Life Project. It provides a structured and 

systematic way to organize and plan the efforts within the scope of the project's objectives. 

The dimensions and subdimensions in the framework are key factors that need to be 

examined in order to achieve the creation of the BETTER Life DCoE. This analytical approach 

helps to ensure that the research effort is coherent, comprehensive, and aligned with the 

overall goals of the project. 

Finally, the transferability of the organisational structure to different support strategies for 

diverse topics is another key advantage of the framework approach to the BETTER Life DCoE. 

The clear identification of the dimensions and subdimensions allows to easily embed into 

different support strategies for various topics, providing flexibility and adaptability to 

different contexts. 
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3. FRAMEWORK FOR SER IN LIFE 

SCIENCES 
The need to promote SER has increasingly gained the attention of policymakers and 

scholars. According to the European Economic and Social Committee (2015), “the future of 

Europe depends on the availability of state-of-the-art knowledge and talented people in an 

open and knowledge-driven society.” Extant studies on engaged research primarily focus on 

community engagement, which means the collaboration of a wide range of research 

stakeholders with shared interests working together toward a common goal. For this 

research, we take engaged research to represent a broad range of practices, approaches and 

methodologies that employ collaborative engagement with society to improve, understand 

or investigate a problem of public interest. It is important to note that in engaged research, 

relevant stakeholders are involved in all the stages of a research effort from the beginning 

rather than through “outreach” or “consultation.”  

The following section introduces the background of the framework for SER, its 

characteristics, components, and the expected benefits of its use. 

3.1 Previous Frameworks for Engaged Research 

To develop the framework for SER, the consortium participating in the BETTER Life Project 

draw on a range of existing frameworks and guidelines to implement best practices in 

engaged research. The existing frameworks and theoretical context of engaged research 

developed in the Status Quo Report in SER provided the basis for diagnosing the lack of a 

framework articulating the practices of engaged research, the institutional conditions and 

the assessment of the impact. 

The first perspective focuses on the research processes and the opportunities for engaging 

diverse stakeholders. The framework for engaged research developed by CampusEngage 

(Bowman et al., 2018) and by the National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement 

(NCCP, 2020) emphasises the main stages of a research project and the strategies to be 

employed before, during and after the research project to involve the stakeholders, ensuring 

the relevance and impact of the research. However, this perspective focuses on the 

researchers alone without framing them in the institutional context, the strategies for 
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developing pertinence and strategies to measure the impact from a project and institutional 

perspective. 

In the second perspective, we found the frameworks focused on institutional conditions. 

Frameworks such as the Engaged Participation framework (Ferguson et al., 2022) or the 

partnership Building Framework (Jagosh et al., 2015) focus on the creation and maturity of 

the relations inside the ecosystem of higher education institutions. In this case, the research 

projects and their impacts are missing from the scene. 

Finally, frameworks such as the Effect categories of participatory research over time (Wiek et 

al., 2014) focus on the instrumental impacts of engaged research in the ecosystems. In this 

case, these types of frameworks respond to the need to establish mechanisms for measuring 

impact from the perspective of the benefits generated on the ecosystems. This perspective 

could be very useful to provide assessment elements for SER, nevertheless, it misses the 

conceptual impacts, the institutional conditions and the research project development.  

Hence, considering the characteristics of the existing frameworks and their gaps, the 

consortium engaged in the creation of a holistic framework for SER. 

3.2 The Frameworks for SER 

SER has increasingly garnered attention as a means to promote a knowledge-driven society 

and address societal needs in diverse fields of study, and the life sciences field is no 

exception. While community-based research has been a primary focus of engagement with 

communities and civil society organizations, SER extends beyond that to include a range of 

practices, approaches, and methodologies that uses collaborative engagement with diverse 

societal stakeholders (academia, industry and businesses, government, and civil society). 

Existing frameworks on engaged research, such as the Campus Engage framework (2018) 

and the Considerations for Engaged Participation Framework (Ferguson et al., 2022), have 

identified key components including co-creation, capacity-building, ethical research 

practices, and impact, among others. In this report, we propose a suggested framework for 

socially engaged research in the life sciences, building upon these existing frameworks and 

considering aiming at being applied in the field of life sciences.  

This framework will offer insight into how SER can be applied from an institutional and 

research perspective, promoting a positive impact on the surrounding ecosystems while 

prioritizing the interests and well-being of all stakeholders involved. At this stage, 

disciplinary elements of life sciences are not visible due to the high conceptual level 

perspective. This framework will be the basis for developing the SER standards for life 

sciences, where each of the subdimensions will be operationalized into specific standards 
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to achieve. The framework for socially engaged research, as illustrated in Figure 2, is 

composed of 4 dimensions and twelve subdimensions. 

Figure 2: Framework for Socially Engaged Research. 

 

Note: This framework was created with the participation of the consortium representatives 

after identifying the key elements of existing frameworks related to engaged and 

transdisciplinary research. 

The four dimensions of the framework balance the institutional conditions, the levels of 

engagement, the adequacy of SER and the diverse impacts generated. At the same time, the 

subdimensions deepen into the diverse components of each dimension. In the end, 

institutions and researchers should be able to use the framework to evaluate the readiness, 

the support mechanisms, the characteristics of their research and the impacts generated. 
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3.3 Dimensions and Elements of the Framework 

The framework developed by the BETTER Life consortium aims at providing a multi-

stakeholder perspective. First, institutions could use the assessment of this dimension and 

subdimension and gather data on their capacities, the actions taken and the impacts 

generated through SER. Researchers could use the information generated for the framework 

to learn about the institutional maturity and support available for SER, as well as to 

determine the measures to take in order to implement the perspective of SER. Finally, 

internal and external stakeholders could clearly see the conceptual, but also the practical 

benefits generated, as well as the impacts created in the ecosystem. Therefore, the 

framework for Ser represents a complex interaction of elements and stakeholders to 

develop SER. 

The framework is organized into four dimensions that represent the core elements that 

compose SER in a research institution and the sub-elements in which those could be 

operationalized 

i) Institutional conditions: This dimension focuses on the existing institutional capacities 

to support and foster SER. This dimension shows the availability of resources and the 

experiences that the organisations have accumulated in working with external 

stakeholders. This dimension is useful for the organisations to evaluate their capacity 

and for researchers to overview the elements they can use from the institution. The 

subdimensions are: 

(a) Support structures: This subdimension refers to the availability of 

organizational structures, such as funding, policy frameworks, tools, and 

administrative support, that enable and foster SER. 

(b) Research capacities: This subdimension emphasizes the need for researchers 

to have the necessary skills and expertise to engage in SER, including 

opportunities for participating in institutional and personal capacity building. 

(c) Context knowledge: This subdimension emphasizes the systematisation of 

previous experience, the existing impacts, the knowledge of the regional 

challenges and the factors that shape and determine the research interventions. 

ii) Stakeholders engagement: This dimension focuses on the involvement and 

participation of stakeholders (academia, industry/businesses, government, and civil 

society organizations) in the SER process. The subdimensions are: 

(a) Involvement of citizens: This subdimension refers to the active engagement of 

citizens and communities in the SER processes, including the co-creation of 
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research questions and methods, collection of data, and sharing of knowledge 

and expertise. 

(b) Networking and Collaboration: This subdimension emphasises the 

importance of building and maintaining mature networks and collaborations 

among stakeholders, including researchers, community groups, policymakers, 

and other stakeholders. These networks might be allocated at the institutional, 

faculty, or departmental level. 

(c) Shared power: This subdimension emphasises the need for power-sharing 

among stakeholders, including equitable distribution of resources, decision-

making, and recognition of diverse perspectives and contributions. 

iii) Adequacy: This dimension focuses on the quality and relevance measures to ensure that 

SER is meeting the need of the specific ecosystem. The subdimensions are: 

(a) Contextual relevance: This subdimension focuses on the importance of the 

research being relevant and meaningful to the stakeholders involved, 

addressing the specific issues and challenges faced by the community or society. 

(b) Scientific relevance: This subdimension refers to the relevance of SER being 

scientifically rigorous, with appropriate research methods and data analysis 

techniques. 

(c) Quality assurance measures: This subdimension emphasises the need for 

quality assurance measures throughout the research process, including ethical 

considerations, data management, and stakeholder feedback. 

iv) Impacts: This dimension focuses on the outcomes and impact of SER in terms of 

research and instrumental outcomes, as well as ecosystem impacts. The subdimensions 

are: 

(a) Instrumental benefits: This subdimension refers to the tangible outputs and 

benefits that SER creates, such as improved health, education, or economic 

outcomes. 

(b) Conceptual outcomes: This subdimension refers to the new insights, datasets, 

conceptual frameworks, etc., that the SER generates, contributing to the 

development of new theories, ideas, and knowledge. 

(c) Enhanced ecosystem capacities: This subdimension refers to the capacity-

building and strengthening of social, economic, and environmental systems and 

processes, including community development, policymaking, innovation and 

trust. 
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The logic of the framework is organized by levels, with SER as the core concept, 

operationalized into dimensions, and into subdimensions. This last level allows for setting 

indicators and/or standards as a further development to be implemented in the next work 

package of the project. 

3.4 Benefits to Foster through the Framework 

The implementation of the framework for socially engaged research in the BETTER Life DCoE 

aims at fostering diverse benefits for researchers, HEIs, and society. These groups of 

beneficiaries of SER were considered in the design of the framework and are reflected in the 

dimensions of the framework that allow to clearly see the components related to the 

institution (dimension 1), the external stakeholders (dimension 2), the researchers and their 

projects (dimension 3), and the impacts generated through SER in the academic and social 

spheres of the ecosystems. The specific benefits that the framework aims to foster care: 

For researchers: 

● Enhancing their skills and expertise in community engagement, collaboration, and 

communication. 

● Providing an opportunity to address the specific issues and challenges faced by the 

community or society. 

● Offering a chance to participate in meaningful research that can have a significant 

impact on society. 

● Facilitating networking and collaboration with other stakeholders, including 

community groups, policymakers, and other researchers. 

For higher education institutions: 

● Helping to establish a global centre in SER with an application in life sciences. 

● Aligning with the foundations of excellence and emphasising the importance of 

building strong organizational capacities, enabling conditions, and measuring 

impacts. 

● Providing a comprehensive approach to establishing SER for academic centres of 

excellence. 

● Enabling the institution to contribute to social, cultural, economic, and political 

contexts in which research is taking place. 

For society: 

● Providing an opportunity to participate in research that addresses the specific issues 

and challenges faced by the community. 



 

 

D2.2 Framework for SER in Life Sciences 
26 

 

● Bringing tangible benefits to society, such as improved health, education, or 

economic outcomes. 

● Facilitating the sharing of knowledge and expertise between researchers and 

communities. 

● Helping to build and maintain networks and collaborations among stakeholders, 

including researchers, community groups, policymakers, and other stakeholders. 

● Facilitating power-sharing among stakeholders, including distribution of resources, 

decision-making, and/or recognition of diverse perspectives and contributions. 
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4. CONCLUSIONS 

 

The BETTER Life Project implements a DCoE as a strategy for fostering SER in the field of life 

sciences and through this report defined, first, the framework for defining the organisational 

dimension of the centre and, second, the key dimensions of SER to foster in the centre. Both 

frameworks are complementary since one defines the structure of the centre and the other 

the elements of excellence it must focus on. However, they could also be used separately to 

adapt them in other fields of study and in other support units for research. 

The BETTER Life framework for the DCoE is based on the key references for defining the 

processes of the centres of excellence, which include strategic orientation, organizational 

capacities, enabling conditions, and impacts. The framework also emphasises the 

importance of building strong organizational capacities, enabling conditions, and 

measuring the impacts of the performance of the centre. This BETTER Life DCoE framework 

is a comprehensive approach to establishing a support unit for SER in life sciences. 

On the other hand, the framework for socially engaged research is based on the dimensions 

of engaged research, underscoring the institutional conditions, the engagement of the 

stakeholders, the scientific and social relevance, as well as the diverse impacts and benefits 

generated by SER. This framework could be applied at an institutional level allowing the 

institutions to assess their capacities, as well as researchers to determine where their 

research stands in the institutional context and the opportunities they have for engaging 

their projects with SER. 

Overall, frameworks gather existing knowledge, recommendations, and guidelines to 

delimitate the scope of the BETTER Life Centre and the key elements that allow defining and 

fostering SER from the institutional, research, and impact perspective. 

The results of this report will build on subsequent layers of development over the 

dimensions and subdimensions. The following activities of the project will enhance the 

subdimensions into standards and those standards will later be operationalized into specific 

tools that support the activism of the standards. 
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