
Outcome Evaluation of the Cross Departmental Research Pool (CDRP)
Executive Summary
Introduction

This is an executive summary of the final evaluation report prepared by the New Zealand Institute for Economic Research (NZIER).

The substantive evaluation of the CDRP was agreed between the Foundation and the Ministry of Research Science and Technology (MoRST) as part of the full transfer of the scheme to the Foundation for 2004/5.  The terms of reference for an outcome evaluation were prepared by the Foundation in consultation with MoRST, and approved by the Foundation’s Science Committee (April 2005).

The aims of the outcome evaluation were to:

a. Assess the achievement of the CDRP objectives.

b. Assess the effectiveness of CDRP processes.

The evaluation sought information from Government departments and agencies on CDRP processes, outcomes and benefits attributable to completed CDRP projects.

A Steering Committee was convened for the project.  The committee selected NZIER to complete the evaluation.  The Steering Committee were also involved in finalising the evaluation instruments and the draft and final reports.
Coverage of the evaluation
The evaluation involved the following:

· A review of successful and unsuccessful CDRP applications.

· Obtaining generic views on CDRP effectiveness – i.e. a survey covering 31 government departments (68% response).

· Interviews on CDRP effectiveness and outcomes – i.e. with lead and collaborative agencies from 10 selected projects (funded between 2000 and 2003).

· Feedback from the departments on the findings and recommendations in the draft final report.

Comment on CDRP and the evaluation

The evaluation proved to be complicated and challenging, especially in finding relevant knowledgeable and experienced people in government to interview.
CDRP is a small fund and the objectives of the fund are both wide-reaching and profuse.  Within a public policy sector where there are variable processes in strategic policy development and cross-departmental interactions, CDRP projects appear to have made a modest impact to date.  In practical terms, the pathways from research to policy development and outcomes have been, and continue to be, complex.  This is particularly the situation in social policy, which has been the predominant area of CDRP funding to date.  These issues are not unique to CDRP, however.
The evaluation findings suggest there is unlikely to be any significant changes to the level of achievement of cross-departmental outcomes from the scheme under the current objectives and processes.  Anecdotal evidence, however, from the 2006 funding round suggests that lessons from the Foundation’s outcomes-based investment (OBI) model which was piloted in the natural ecosystems research (Public Good Science & Technology) re-investment in 2005, when incorporated in the CDRP applications, have the potential to significantly enhance the quality of cross-departmental proposals.  This could also impacts outcomes, eventually.
The CDRP processes were not the subject of major criticism.  While confidence was more generally expressed in the scheme processes, various areas for enhancements were recognised by the participants.  However, proactive communication and consultation by the Foundation and MoRST prior to a funding round would greatly assist in ensuring that the most strategically important areas for cross-departmental research are included the proposals submitted.
The question of the strategic direction of CDRP proved to be largely out of scope of the evaluation.  On this question, a further review is needed to determine whether there is support among departments for a different funding strategy for CDRP (e.g. pre-defined cross-departmental strategic priorities for funding).  The outcome evaluation itself does not support major changes to the current strategy that facilitates a wide-range of cross-departmental research.  The evaluators noted that, in their view from the interviews completed, CDRP compares favourably with other research funding schemes.  Also the interview question on awareness of any similar overseas funds and what we can learn from these produced few responses.
CDRP objectives and evaluation findings
CDRP was established to increase departmental capability to meet the policy advice needs of Ministers, and its objectives are:

a. To fund high quality cross-departmental research, which will support the advancement of Government’s strategic policy priorities.

b. To catalyse new relationships and capabilities within and between departments so that over time departments take responsibility for investment in long term high quality research.

c. To develop a portfolio of research activity divided between smaller, short term projects to catalyse new relationships and capabilities, and multi-year large scale projects to provide key building blocks for Government’s decision-making.

Allowing for the circumstances that impact CDRP projects and outcomes, the evaluation results do indicate some positive findings:
1. The fund is meeting a real need for cross-departmental research that would otherwise not be funded by the departments involved.

2. CDRP continues to have the confidence of government departments as a fund with the potential to support strategic cross-departmental objectives and contribute to outcomes related to government strategic policies.
NZIER note that ‘there was agreement, but not especially strong, that the process lends itself to undertaking of policy-relevant, high-quality and well-managed research’.  While not earth-shattering, this evaluation finding can be seen as a realistic assessment of the fund by those involved.
3. The fund has contributed to some departments working more closely in collaborative relationships.  Existing relationships have been strengthened, however, rather than new relationships developed.
4. Evaluation participants were evenly split on the whether their projects encouraged their agencies to invest in long-term, high-quality research.  There was some suggestion that CDRP projects reinforced organisations’ commitments to long-term research or that organisations already have a long-term research focus.
5. The majority of participants reported that their projects had not provided the basis for significant government decisions.

CDRP-funded projects have, however, contributed to, or are expected to contribute to supporting government’ strategic priorities and to achieving successful outcomes in the long term.  For example:

· A project to survey innovation activity was directly relevant to the roll-out GIF.

· A project researching Māori methods and indicators for marine protection was related to government’s marine/oceans policy.

· Research in one project contributed to a Ministerial Taskforce on youth offending, and supported an intervention strategy that was developed in 2002.
· In one case, there was a direct relationship between the research completed and the government crime reduction strategy.

· Outputs from one project fed into the Pacific Health and Disability Action Plan.

Evaluation recommendations
The main areas for changes in CDRP suggested by the evaluation participants are listed below.  The evaluators noted that not all of these are practical or justified.

a. Improve monitoring/accountability of CDRP.

b. Tighten-up requirements that projects should be cross-departmental.

c. Raise the profile/awareness of the scheme.

d. Widen eligibility to participate (e.g. local authorities).

e. Increase the size of the fund.

NZIER’s recommendations from the evaluation report are summarised as follows:

a. Accountability/monitoring:

Greater monitoring is needed of what is proposed at the applications stage, including the level and nature of cross-departmental involvement, and lead agencies’ processes and responsibilities for on-going involvement.

b. Assessment criteria:

Clearer definition is needed of the criteria included in the concept of ‘high quality’, with ex-post monitoring of this.  The scoring system should be reviewed to ensure that it leads to the selection of projects that score highly on one or other of the quality and capability-related criteria, both of which should carry greater weight.

c. Assessment documentation:

More consistent and complete write-ups of decisions on final applications made by assessors in needed.  Recording the reasoning underlying scores and decisions to fund would provide the evidence trail and learning processes needed to achieve consistency in standards.
Actions

The following actions were agreed by the Foundation and MORST senior managers:
1. That the evaluation findings are used to inform the planned policy review of the CDRP terms of reference by MoRST.

2. That the Foundation (Investment Operations) and MoRST discuss options for monitoring CDRP projects and make recommendations for a practical system of accountability though monitoring.

3. That the Foundation (Policy) reviews the assessment criteria for the scheme and the relative weightings of scores.

4. That the Foundation (Investment Operations) reviews the CDRP assessment documentation standard for possible enhancements for audit trail and future evaluation purposes.
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