Comments on

The Influence of IRDC-Supported Research on Public Policy

Rick Davies, Saturday, 24 July 2004

1. These comments focus on two documents, “A Strategic Evaluation of the Influence of Research on Public Policy” (4 pages), and less so, Snapshots, June 21 on “Making the Most of Research” (4 pages).

2. The first of the three expected end-uses of the research findings was “At the program level, impact was expected on the design of future IDRC-supported projects and programs that seek to influence policymaking.” This could take place through the generation of two types of research findings:

· Those that are generic in their applicability elsewhere, across all types of research projects. While generically applicable findings probably exist, an exclusive focus on searching for these types of findings is likely to run the risk of generating “motherhood ands apple pie” type findings. Or statements constantly hedged with provisos about the importance of context.

· Finings about specific types of research projects. These are likely to be more readily available, and less likely to sound like truisms. But in order to be usable by others these findings need to be located within a typology of research that others can search through, to find what is applicable to their type of project. 

3. In the documents I have been sent I have not yet seen evidence of such a typology, or intent to produce one. But this need may be addressed in the forthcoming publications “Making the Most of Research” and “Tools and Methods” 

4. There are two types of categorisations that can be used to make a typology of research projects:

· A simple classification, which is basically a list of types. This will involve some grouping of research projects and necessary blurring of differences between those that are grouped. Not recommended

· A nested classification, with multiple levels of sub-categories. This has three advantages. (a) Distinctions can be made at multiple levels of detail, between broad groups of research projects, between sub-groups of projects and between individual sub-projects. There is more discriminatory power. (b) Sub-types make use of multiple combinations of attributes (i.e. that defining the over-arching category and that defining the specific sub-category, (c) The same attribute can be used in different combinations of other attributes, if they are located under different broad categories. 

5. There is a method for developing nested classifications that can be participatory, and build on people’s tacit and informal knowledge. It is called hierarchical card sorting or tree mapping. See www.mande.co.uk/docs/hierarch.htm and www.mande.co.uk/docs/treemap.htm An example is given in the Annex to this paper.

6. A nested categorisation of the case studies would also help address a second objective regarding the use of the research findings: “At the corporate level, an assessment of past programming initiatives would provide valuable input into the design of the Centre’s corporate programme framework” IDRC has a portfolio of investments in research projects and this portfolio is probably categorised into various types. That categorisation hopefully reflects what IDRC thinks are some key distinctions between types of research investments. In this context IDRC’s strategy consists of (a) the choice of a specific categorisation, and (b) the choice of how much to invest in each of the categories within that overall categorisation. A nested categorisation of the 22 case studies might generate some reflections on how appropriate IDRC’s current categorisation of its research investments is at this point in time. In saying this I am assuming that the 22 case studies were chosen to represent a diversity of research activities.

7. Comparisons of performance of the different types of research projects, within the nested classification, could provide further help. It could have implications for the scale of investments IDRC wants to make in different types of research projects in the future. This is a relevant issue for IDRC. In the Opening Remarks to making the Most of Research, Dr Gordon Smith emphasised “…the imperative of putting scarce resources to the best possible use…”

8. This raises the issue of aggregation of research findings, including this study of the impact of research on policy making via 22 case studies. This challenge does not seem to have been discussed at any length in the six documents I was sent. However, four case studies have been selected as being of particular value, and each has been documented at some length. So there has been some form of “summary by selection”
 How were these four case studies selected? It would be useful to explain this process in the forthcoming publications.

9. One means of aggregating judgements about complex entities, such as the 22 case studies, is through a sequence of pair comparisons. When any two complex entities are compared, a number of potential criteria of performance can be identified, and then prioritised. Once prioritised this forms the basis for selecting the entity that has done best.  The results of two parallel sets of pair comparisons can then be compared, this time using the criteria that were initially used to select both cases. Some prior comparison and prioritisation of those criteria will again be needed before a selection is made of the most successful. In each case not only are entities being compared, but so are the performance criteria they are “carrying” with them. This is an inductive process.

10. In order for this process to lead to aggregation of large number of cases, there needs to be a structure that will inform which cases need to compared to which, through a series of pair comparisons. A nested classification of the cases, based on their most significant differences (in terms other than performance) provides such a structure.  It is similar to a tennis tournament structure, which generates layers of competition, through which some graduate and others do not. The relative performance of different entities can be described in terms of which level of comparison they reached, within the nested classification. Some reference to this type of process is made in the online paper cited above, www.mande.co.uk/docs/treemap.htm 

11. The process of aggregation I have discussed above is largely inductive, where criteria of performance are identified through comparisons of cases, then prioritised by reference to higher order criteria (that emerge through discussion of different criteria). However there does seem to be a place also for some theory led-analysis, when comparing the 22 case studies. In one of the documents
 it is stated that “Recognition of the longer-term nature of policy influence led to the inclusion of projects IDRC had supported for a relatively long time.” So, one theory would be that more policy influence would be evident in these older research projects, compared to the newer ones. Is there any evidence of this? Equally interesting would be what happened with the outliers, the new projects that seem to have had a lot of policy influence, and the old projects that seem to have had very little policy influence. 

12. In the same document there is reference to three plus one forms of policy influence (expanding policy capabilities, broadening policy horizons, effecting policy regimes, developing new policy regimes). Was there any view on which of these would be easier to achieve than others? And if so, did the evidence from the case studies support this view? And as above, the outliers where results were opposite to expectations, would be well worthwhile exploring in detail.

13. Later in this document there is reference to intentions to analysis the significance across the 22 cases of some common factors thought to be significant, such as project intent, IDRC’s role, duration, etc. It would be short additional step to pose some hypotheses about what sort of influence these factors would have, under what sort of conditions. As they are listed at present there is no explicit statement of the direction of effect that is expected, though this could be guessed at. What there are instead is simply a list of open-ended questions. I think we would all learn more if we could put our expectations on the table, before gathering and analysing data.  Fred Carden himself has pointed to the need to generate hypotheses about policy influence process and outcomes (Snapshots June 21, page 1). 

Postscript

14. A supplement to the development and use of a nested categorisation of the 22 cases would be the development of a matrix, in spreadsheet form, which ideally would be accessible on line. Attributes of each research project, and their context, would be on one dimension, and types of research findings on the other axis. People could then sort research projects by type of attributes to see the types of results associated with them, and vice versa. It may be that a step has already been taken in this direction. One document
 refers to “…an across-case analysis…” being undertaken. 

See next page for the Annex: Example of results of a hierarchical card sort exercise

For your interest…

Rick Davies

Cambridge, UK

www.shimbir.demon.co.uk
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	HCS classification of Burkinabe NGOs funded by Christian Aid in 1993, by Abiy Hailu.

	All NGOs in Burkina Faso funded by Christian Aid in 1993
	Beneficiaries are other people. They do things for others. They are managers.
	Clients are grassroots people, the organisation mobilises funds from external donors. It is involved in project implementation
	Organised within the context of church outreach programmes
	Small uni-sectoral programmes
	Has health components, targeted to specific groups, disabled people
	NGO 1

	
	
	
	
	
	Only agricultural activities, with ordinary people
	NGO 2

	
	
	
	
	Large, covers all provinces, multi-sectoral. It receives requests from village groups promoted by member churches
	NGO 3

	
	
	
	Lay organisations
	They only implement their own projects
	NGO 4

	
	
	
	
	They will execute projects conceived by others as well as their own
	NGO 5

	
	
	They work with structured organisations. They provide technical services rather than funding.
	Provide services on request to whoever requires them e.g NGOs, well structured groups, etc
	A consultancy service, makes profits, wants to be more rigorous in its work
	NGO 6

	
	
	
	
	Set up as an NGO. Not supposed to do consultancy work but they do.
	NGO 7

	
	
	
	It has registered members who are organisations. It should live off their contributions. It provides services to them - training, workshops, representation of their views, negotiations with government and promotes members interests.
	NGO 8

	
	The members of these organisations are producers. Hopefully they are run by themselves and for themselves
	In principal they are producer groups, run by members and expected to live off their own resources. They are not registered as NGOs
	A credit union, free from government influence
	NGO 9

	
	
	
	A producers union. There is a lot of government interference in them because they are big. They have an umbrella structure of cooperatives
	NGO 10

	
	
	They have registered as NGOs. The top structure behaves like an NGO
	This organisation is younger and extends more credit
	NGO 11

	
	
	
	This organisation is older and gives more subsidies to its members
	NGO 12


� Versus “summary by inclusion” . I.e. 3 oranges and 5 apples and 2 bananas equals 10 pieces of fruit. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.mande.co.uk/docs/ccdb.htm" ��www.mande.co.uk/docs/ccdb.htm� 


� “A strategic evaluation of the influence of research on public policy”


� “A strategic evaluation of the influence of research on public policy”
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