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Terminology
This study was commissioned by DfES before the recent Departmental split. Throughout the report, the phrase DfES is used for historical accuracy although the implications for the future are a matter for the successor Departments. 

The six Research Centres studied are listed in the first section and are referred to throughout by their acronyms.
1. Background

i This study has been undertaken to assist the Board of the former DfES in its consideration of the future role of its Research Centres (RCs). It addresses generic points relating to Research Centres in principle and does not evaluate the performance of any particular one. Interviews have been held with thirty four people: twenty six stakeholders (Centre leaders, senior analysts and a sample of policy staff), four senior analysts from other government Departments (DEFRA, DH, DWP and HMT) and four senior leaders in the research community, included for purposes of comparison. 
ii DfES has been a funder of major programmes of work at six Research Centres, two of which were transferred from the Department of Health when DfES assumed responsibility for Childrens Services. The six are:

· Centre for Children and Family Research (CCFR)

· Centre for the Economics of Education (CEE)

· Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and coordination centre (EPPI)

· Centre for the Wider Benefits of Learning (WBL)

· National Research and Development Centre for adult literacy and numeracy (NRDC)

· Thomas Coram Research Unit (TCRU)
iii The Centres were established at different times for different purposes. The earliest, TCRU, was set up as a unit within the Institute of Education in London in 1973; the most recent, NRDC and CCFR, as units within, respectively, the same Institute and the University of Loughborough, in 2002. Original purposes range from enhancing economic research in education (CEE) to developing new review methods for education (EPPI). Some focus on clients, some on issues and others on methods.
iv The intention of the study is to analyse the perceptions of stakeholders and others in such a way as to clarify issues for the Board rather than to make specific recommendations.
2. Headline messages
i DfES Research Centres are regarded as valuable by all stakeholder groups and are respected at home and abroad. They represent an important asset.
ii Centres have been instrumental in helping re-conceptualise and develop policy and in providing important research-based tools. 
iii There will be opportunities in any future phase of work to capitalise on datasets, methods, concepts and tools built up in previous ones
iv Centres vary significantly in their purpose, outputs and linkage to policy. Their very diversity presents opportunities for cross-fertilisation for both scientific and policymaking purposes
v No one stakeholder group is aware of the whole picture of a Research Centre and its value, the perceptions of each tending to reflect its instrumental interest. All need to be weighed carefully in judging the overall value of the system
vi Engagement of policymakers in the work of Centres is widely regarded as important, though the extent and nature of it vary.
vii Recent studies of research utilisation help distinguish issues associated generally with communications and management of the research-policy interface, from others specific to DfES Research Centres 

viii Where there are shortcomings, these are more likely to stem from the management of the research-policy relationship than the nature of Research Centres as such. 
3. Research Centres in principle
i Research Centres as a form stand in contrast to other ways of commissioning research and to other ways of concentrating research capacity. Alternative forms include:

a. projects, which are funded and commissioned one by one

b. programmes, which are funded as a whole but comprise a suite of projects

c. framework agreements (or call-off contacts), in which a limited number of preferred suppliers are pre-selected for contracts
d. networks, in which a group of research institutions agree to collaborate for particular purposes 
ii It is clear from the interview evidence that DfES Research Centres differ significantly from one another in various ways, in particular in the:

a. nature of their focus – methodological, policy area, academic discipline, relation to practice
b. intimacy of their engagement with policy

c. Extent and nature of their communication activity
iii The rationale for the creation of Centres also varies, partly for historical reasons. Three were set up by the DfES analytical community following recommendations in the Hillage
 report: CEE to strengthen the economics of education, WBL to understand the effects of learning on health, employment and crime and a DfES Centre within the EPPI Centre, to develop methods of research synthesis in education. Programmes of work in two others, TCRU and CCFR were inherited from the Department of Health. A sixth, NRDC, was set up by a DfES policy unit to strengthen research capacity in the rapidly developing area of Skills for Life. 
iv The Hillage report commissioned in 1998 by the then DfEE examined research in schools and provided a rationale for what it termed “Centres of Excellence” which would “yield intellectual and economic economies of scale, improve technical capacity, interdisciplinary collaboration and opportunities for long term research and help make research more cumulative”. They were also expected to “provide security and investment for developing researchers’ skills and expertise”. The views of stakeholders about these, and other, claims are discussed in the following section. 
4 Common features 
i Interviewees were invited to discuss a set of issues in relation to their own experience of working with Centres. These are described below in descending order of consensus. The first two were regarded by almost every interviewee, in every Centre and beyond, as being both important and borne out in practice.
ii Long term nature. The commitment and funding over a longer term than for typical individual projects leads to benefits deriving from the stability of staffing and from increased options for project design. These enable:
a. key staff to commit long-term to working in the Centre on a policy-focussed programme 
b. team working to develop between people from differing professions and disciplines with differing skills and roles
c. a more intimate and productive relationship with DfES to develop

d. sensitivity to policy needs to develop amongst research staff
e. expertise to develop in relation to data and topics relevant to policy 
f. foundation work to be done to make data useful for policy analysis
g. new models, methods and ideas to be adapted from other areas and countries
h. studies to be undertaken longitudinally tracing effects over years 
i. underlying issues that outlive ministers and administrations to be investigated  

The few negative effects reported were: the possibility that personnel might become complacent, that funds tied up in a Centre would necessarily be unavailable for expertise elsewhere and that the overall suite of Centres may need refreshing from time to time. These issues also arose in discussions with other government departments in which Research Centres have been running for some decades.   

iii Accumulation. Almost all informants referred to the positive effects of Centres in enabling knowledge, skills and understanding to build up over the long term. In particular by:

a. designing new studies that build on the results of earlier ones, for example by picking up on questions arising from them
b. recording information in accessible web-based databases and publishing in coherent series
c. enabling individuals and teams to acquire and retain knowledge about findings and policy development over years and even decades 
d. exploiting the capacity of host institutions (mainly universities) to retain and disseminate knowledge

These support the growth not only of a scientific “body of knowledge” but also of a corporate memory of policy knowledge easily lost in the hurly-burly of day-to-day policymaking

iv Profile. Many, though not all, interviewees pointed to the merits of the national and international reputation acquired as a consequence of longer term commitment. This results from:
a. senior level experts being attracted to the field by the wish to influence national policy or to work with high quality datasets

b. build up of specialist expertise over the long term

c. development of international networking which:
· brings in new concepts and data

· provides world-class sounding boards

· encourages benchmarking to international standards

· supports the importation of innovative policy options

· enhances the reputation of DfES as sponsor

Such reputations give the Department confidence that the quality of results stand up to national and international scrutiny and gives public prominence to important policy themes such as social mobility. They also help attract funding from other sources at home and abroad. Reservations were expressed by one or two officials that reputation-building might divert attention from more pressing but less alluring policy tasks at hand.

v Intellectual quality. Most people view the intellectual quality of Centres as high, though the nature of this was perceived in differing ways. For some the key was that academic experts could be attracted by the longer time span, the potential to influence national policy and the access to important datasets. Others emphasised the way quality develops through enabling experienced staff to develop their methods and ideas and to provide a fertile training environment for younger staff. Others referred to the “benchmarking” effect of international links raising the calibre of work. 
In relation to younger staff, the opportunity to work with leading experts on issues of public importance on longer term contracts attracts capable young people into a career that offers few material incentives. It was pointed out that intellectual excellence is to be found in the application of research to policy as well as within academic disciplines. 
The very few negative views about intellectual quality contested whether Centres, as a type, offer any advantage over other available expertise. A challenge was also raised by some about whether it is the role of government to fund the professional development of researchers. 

vi Value for money. The predominant view was that RCs represent good value for money compared to an equivalent set of individual projects. The main reasons for this were:

a. transaction costs in commissioning and setting up projects are reduced
b. synergies are likely to occur between separate projects in a Centre which yield extra value, at nil or little extra cost

c. expert policy-relevant advice is generally available on tap at no extra cost
d. responsive work can be undertaken at short notice that would otherwise incur start-up costs or be impossible to mount at speed
Minority views concerned uncertainty about how Centres compare to other forms that lessen transaction costs (such as framework contracts) and to the cost of some projects in one or two Centres perceived by some to have little value for DfES. 
vii Technical. The development of techniques, methods and concepts was felt by a large majority of interviewees to be an important feature of most of the Centres. It may involve adapting techniques used in other policy areas to the educational context, for example in economic modelling at CEE, or importing concepts from other countries, for example the “social pedagogue” notion (a type of professionally trained early years worker) at TCRU. Where a criticism was made, it related to a specific weakness in quantitative technique and occasional use of inappropriate perspectives.
viii Interface with policy. Differences are apparent between stakeholder groups and between individuals within a group, on the perceived effects on the policy process and the quality of communications at the interface. Centres see themselves as influential on policy and consider the Research Centre form as providing an effective channel for this purpose. Policymakers and analysts cited many examples of the influence Centres had had on the policy process, but some individuals, linked to some Centres were not convinced that the interface operated as effectively as it should. Differences of perception here may be associated with differing aspects of the policy process - some relating to strategic thinking at ministerial level, others to information needs in policy teams. 
There is considerable variation between Centres on how the research-policy interface is managed. In some cases, the Centre itself develops coherent material for policy use from the outcomes of projects before engaging with policy people; in other cases, analysts play a major role in this.  Some Centres identify a key problem as the effectiveness of internal linkages between analysts and policymakers. 
A collaborative approach between Centre leaders and DfES officers is uniformly regarded as important, both for identifying issues at the design stage and for interpreting and targeting the outcomes for policy use. However the effectiveness of procedures for realising this in practice varies considerably between Centres. This point is taken up later. Effective functioning of points of contact at the Centre and the Department, at the administrative as well as project level is seen as vital, though not always achieved.
ix Expert advice. The role of Centres in providing expert advice differs noticeably between Centres. In some, researchers are regularly consulted on topical issues and collaborate with analytical and policy people on project design. They are asked for opinions on other research and help inform policy teams about experience of previous policy developments. In other cases such intimate working appeared to be less likely to happen, perhaps because of the very short notice periods that policymaking may require or because of lower levels of engagement between policymakers and the work of the Centre.
x Capacity building. Views about the capacity building function of Centres vary across the stakeholder groups and the particular Centres. Centre leaders uniformly valued this aspect and felt it was happening in practice. Policy leaders, with one exception, expressed no views on this and when pressed did not see it as an issue for them. Analysts were divided – some Centres are specifically remitted to build capacity (such as NRDC and EPPI) others less clearly so. Types of capacity-building function cited included: attracting researchers into the field; developing research skills within the research team and developing skill in applying research to policy issues. Little attention appears to have been given to developing the capacity of policymakers to make effective use of research 

5. Differing features
Centres were established at different times for different purposes by different parts of DfES. This investigation reveals the main ways in which these differences are manifest. 
i. The nature of the focus varies. Some, such as EPPI, focus on method, some, such as CEE, on a discipline and some, such as NRDC, on specific client groups (policy teams and practitioners). The idea of a focus was generally seen as a characteristic of Centres, but it needs to be set in a wider context (for example “children and young people” at TCRU) and to be expected to change over time (for example from adult learning to early years in WBL).
ii. The degree of connection with practice also varies. Some, such as NRDC and CCRF are expected to influence practice directly; others, such as CEE and WBL are expected to influence policy which impinges on practice. CCFR collaborates with local authorities to design and use research based tools; NRDC works with teachers to generate and use evidence. Independent brokerage agencies, such as Research in Practice, can be used to link Centres to practice effectively. 
iii. The intention to develop capacity is recognised explicitly in some cases where there is an agreed deficit amongst researchers, practitioners or intermediaries such as Local Authorities. For example, CEE has attracted economists into the field of education and EPPI has extended research synthesis skills across the educational research community; NRDC has become a focal point for teachers seeking evidence and CCFR for local authorities in costing childcare. In others such as WBL, capacity is being developed in a new field of enquiry, through training of researchers and development of concepts and methods. 
iv. The extent of interdisciplinary work varies, partly because each Centre was designed differently in this regard. CEE was clearly designed to focus on a dominant discipline, EPPI on a particular method irrespective of discipline. WBL on the other hand, was designed specifically to bring multiple disciplines to bear on inherently multidisplinary issues and is widely perceived to be exemplary in this respect. Otherwise, views were mixed about the need for interdisciplinary approaches as matter of principle. Most felt the rationale for this depended on the problems being addressed. Interestingly CEE, apparently focussed on the single discipline of economics, perceives itself as interdisciplinary (involving sociologists, geographers, educationalists), but having a specific focus on quantitative methods.  
v. The role of most Centres in relation to policy implementation was considered by most interviewees in all stakeholder groups to be less significant. Two important exceptions are: NRDC which has an explicit requirement to encourage evidence informed practice and CCFR which integrates research with the development of tools at regional and local level. In the case of NRDC, for example, work had been done on embedding lifeskills in apprenticeships; in the case of CCFR, on implementing costing tools for children in care. More generally, policy officials referred to the beneficial effects of EPPI reviews on, for example, the implementation of the national strategies. The EPPI Centre leader, citing experience in healthcare, suggested that as policymakers become more involved in the process, reviews will have increasing influence on policy implementation. 
6. Variation by stakeholder
There are some discernible patterns in the views of the three stakeholder groups. There are also instances in which the views of individuals within a stakeholder group diverge. 
i. Throughout the study, Centre leaders proved the most forthcoming about the role of Research Centres and most positive about their benefits. Some were also reflective about their shortcomings. Analysts were also strongly engaged with Research Centre issues but relatively more critical than Centre leaders. Policymakers tended to be less engaged with the issue, but more content than analysts. 
ii. All groups emphasised the benefits of the longer term commitment and of the capacity of Centres to accumulate knowledge, skills and data, as described above.
Centre Leaders tended to report positively on all the potential benefits suggested with two exceptions: the ideas that a topic focus was an unalloyed good and that Centres might directly influence policy implementation.
Analysts tended to give emphasis to the intellectual quality of Centres, to their focused nature, their technical capacity and profile. They also perceived Centres as providing value for money, relative to alternative forms of research procurement. On the other hand they tended to give little weight to the role of Research Centres in relation to practitioners or policy implementation.
Policy people emphasised the role of Centres in influencing policy-thinking as you might expect but also sensed that Centres as a form represented value for money. Less predictably, some (but not all) valued the profile achieved by Centres internationally because of its value for learning and benchmarking. Not surprisingly issues of capacity building and interdisciplinarity were of less salience to them.  
iii. There were also issues for which stakeholder groups were themselves not of one accord:
a) Centre leaders were divided about the merits of interdisciplinarity 
b) Analysts were also divided about interdisciplinarity and about whether Centres had special merit over the alternatives in terms of expert advice

c) Policy people were divided about the role of Centres in relation to policy implementation and connections to practitioners
iv One interpretation of these variations is that stakeholders tend to value those aspects of a research Centre that are closest to their own professional interest and to undervalue others. Thus, analysts emphasise quality, technical advances and value-for-money; policy people emphasise value-for-money and policy influence, whereas Centre leaders unsurprisingly emphasise almost all benefits (with the exceptions given above )
This underlines just how guarded we need to be in responding to the views of any one stakeholder group alone. It is extremely difficult for any group either to grasp the value of the system as a whole or to judge how fatal is any weakness they are able to detect within their sphere. The nature of the DfES investment as a whole is greater than can be sensed in any one part.

v Variations within stakeholder groups appear to be affected by the particular Centre each individual is associated with. Some Centres were viewed largely positively by all; some gave rise to divided views.  

7 Variation by Centre

i In addition to the patterns detectable amongst stakeholder groups, differences were also apparent between the Centres themselves, irrespective of stakeholder. These relate closely to the historical origins, designs and purposes of each Centre. 
ii TCRU provides a programme of policy-orientated research within a larger, multiply-funded Centre which is a longstanding unit of a university. CCFR also provides such a programme, but of research integrated with development for service delivery. CEE brings together experts from three host institutions (LSE, IoE and IFS) to advance the quality and utility of economic research for education policy; WBL, of similar vintage, brings widely differing policy areas (health, crime and education) under one roof, through interdisciplinary research to the benefit of government policy broadly. EPPI works with the academic and wider research communities to develop a novel capacity: rigorous reviewing of knowledge for policy purposes. NRDC, initiated to cope with rapid development in a particular policy area, provides research in an underdeveloped area and evidence-awareness amongst a rapidly expanding practitioner workforce. 
iii All Centres have been reviewed during their lifetimes and more detailed characterisations of them may be found in these evaluations. However, in many cases significant changes in direction have occurred as a result of evaluation. 

iv Several interviewees suggested the need for an overarching Departmental strategy for Research Centres as a whole that embraces this diversity and sets out a forward-looking rationale, fitting their diverse features to appropriate purposes. 
8 Views from other Departments
The perceptions of people in four other government departments were obtained for comparative purposes. Departmental lead people (all analysts by background) from DEFRA, DH, DWP and the Government Social Research Unit at HMT were interviewed. These are brought together below under four headings. 
i First, the core rationale for Research Centres, identified through the internal interviews, was reinforced by the external ones. All those interviewed were positive about the Research Centres in principle and reiterated that they were but one type in a spectrum of research provision. The key benefits of longer term relationships were confirmed, in particular the development of policy sensitivity amongst researchers in the Centres and the accumulation of knowledge and skill. Economies gained through reduced transaction costs and synergies between projects were also mentioned. Research Centres were identified in one interview as being particularly suited to big underlying questions where:
· There is uncertainty about the dynamics of an issue

· Issues are inter-related

· Background is needed

· Issues would not otherwise be addressed as policy–driven priorities
· A rapid, informed response is needed
ii Second, some interesting differences in approach were apparent. The contractual period for a Research Centre varies – in particular DH use a longer five-year period between reviews. Modes of purchasing may also differ: for example, one department buys capacity (i.e. posts) at a particular university research unit at which another buys programmes of work. The policy-orientated Research Units that DH supports are often pre-existing entities, based at universities, funded from multiple sources, from which the Department purchases a programme. An interesting innovation is a jointly-funded Centre currently being developed by DEFRA with ESRC, in which gains in academic rigour are hoped for, perhaps at some cost in speed.
iii Third, there have been some distinctive experiences elsewhere. At DH, where Research Units have been in operation for decades, a long term danger of complacency was mentioned. This can result in Centres “ploughing their own furrow” too much, for which the remedy was seen as increased engagement with the wider intellectual community and greater multi-disciplinary working. One interviewee felt that the impartiality of the Centres added to their credibility and the “more equal relationship” with government made them more responsive and sensitive to policy, but the potential loss of control made them hard to sell to policy budget holders. One Department had discontinued a Research Centre after its first review because, according to the interviewee, it had been driven primarily by a “small bubble” of evidence–aware people; this underlined the importance of engaging policy people more widely from the procurement stage. 
iv Fourth, useful advice was offered on some specifics. The DH interviewee emphasised the importance of impact strategies for programmes that are intended to influence practice. These need to be built in from the outset so that research outcomes can be transformed for practical use. Another felt that the role of the analysts as broker between the Centre and policymakers was of paramount importance, though it called upon different skills to those of the economist, statistician or social researcher with which analysts are more specifically equipped. The GSRU interview revealed that there are Departments in which Research Centres are led by policy people. 

Two general trends across Whitehall were also identified by GSRU:

· a growing demand for evidence for policy across government, set against a limited supply of contractors, for whom there was growing inter-departmental competition

· a strengthening “silo mentality” which could be affecting the degree of attention given to cross-cutting, strategic issues 
v Finally, several interviewees suggested there might be a cross-Departmental rationale for some DfES Research Centres. In particular, the EPPI Centre was seen by DWP and GRSU to be of high quality, innovative and much needed outside DfES. Some operational weaknesses were identified, but the infrastructure developed and the long term potential of the methods have clearly led to active cross-Departmental interest. A possible cross-government rationale for the Wider Benefits of Learning Centre was also raised by GSRU. 
9 Views of external researchers

i Discussions were also held with three senior researchers to provide an external perspective on Research Centres in comparison to other means of organising research. Their thoughts are brought together under four headings:
ii Knowledge production. All three focussed on where Research Centres stand in relation to other familiar structures for knowledge production. They were of one accord that research centres were a useful and meaningful concept and saw the DfES ones in general as successful. They all saw them as being but one type in a range of government sponsored research, justified particularly in those areas for which the market would be likely to fail to provide. These were listed in one interview as where:
a) continuous sustained study is required
b) underlying issues need to be addressed 
c) issues run across policy areas, departments and academic disciplines 
d) a new base of knowledge needs to be established
e) infrastructure needs to be created
f) capacity needs to be built
The success of DfES Centres to date was attributed partly to their structure. One leader described academics as essentially ego-driven, and the academic system as providing perverse incentives - the glittering prizes being neither for long term study of key problems nor for engaging with users. Research Centres, on the other hand held researchers together, acting as frameworks for collaboration and engaging with users in a fragmented world. Others saw them as helping to sustain focus and to make normal operational problems more manageable. 
Their success was also attributed to their mode of operation: they were thought to attract intellectual excellence and to encourage the accumulation of tacit knowledge – “smart ways of going about things, leading to fewer bad decisions about research directions”. They were seen by one interviewee as adding to the stock of knowledge, particularly on methods, in ways that would be unlikely to be achieved otherwise. 
iii Benefits to DfES. The benefits of Research Centres to DfES were seen as flowing from their intrinsic merits. The quality of their outputs is high, due to the calibre of their researchers, and is attested by use of peer review. They offer greater policy sensitivity as a consequence of the longer term relationship with the Department; they can provide well-informed advice “on tap” and can respond rapidly to policy imperatives. 
iv The future. The external research leaders also volunteered a number of thoughts about the future direction of policy research. All welcomed the new DfES research strategy and saw it as an opportunity for aligning the work of Research Centres more closely with policy needs. They all also pointed to the increasing importance of partnership and collaboration and suggested that Centres look outwards more – to one another, to other academic centres and programmes, to other countries in the UK. In the view of one, the market for policy research was seen by one as steadily growing, reinforcing a similar view put forward by GSRU. In the view of another, single discipline research may be reaching the limits of what it can solve – multi-disciplinary study will become increasingly important, for which Centres are well suited.
v Improvements. All three interviewees suggested that greater coordination and collaboration between and beyond Centres would add to their effectiveness. Between Centres, collaboration might involve sharing of techniques and practices, for example in synthesising findings for users or for engaging with policymakers. Beyond the Centres themselves, a proposal was made for twice yearly events at which research agendas were shared and coordinated across Research Centres, ESRC and other major programmes – building on the example of the National Educational Research Forum (NERF) and perhaps exploiting the opportunity provided by the forthcoming Strategic Research Forum (to be launched in Spring 2008). Greater pooling of evidence was also suggested by one interviewee, particularly with relevant bodies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and with other HEIs. The proposal from NERF for a national centre for evidence was cited as helpful in this regard. 
10 The research - policy interface

i The interface between research and policymaking has long been the subject of discussion, largely because of inherent tensions arising from the ways in which knowledge is created and policy developed. There have been many studies of this, dating back at least to the 1950s, running across many policy areas and academic disciplines. Fortunately recent years have seen important studies and associated actions in relation to this issue, including the Hillage report and National Education Research Forum
 commissioned by DfES in England and, more recently, transnational studies by OECD
 and the EC. 
ii Fortunately, on some key issues these studies and experiences point in much the same direction. In relation to the topic of this report they provide a backdrop to the multiple issues raised about the role and value of Research Centres. In particular they suggest that:
a) The policymaking process frequently calls for research to answer highly specific questions in a short time span, whereas the research process generally calls for information gathering, analysis and testing over longer time spans.   

b) Science tends to offer analyses, models and concepts hedged around with conditionality whereas policymaking hopes for unambiguous answers to specific questions. 
c) The skills and understanding required for influencing the policy-making process, in both its political and developmental aspects, and those required for advancing scientific understanding, differ significantly from one another. 

d) The cultures of the two communities, and the incentives and norms that shape them pull, on occasion, in diverging ways.  

iii In this light, many of the difficulties reported in this study can be classified as routine difficulties in managing the interface. Addressing them is essentially a matter of applying good practice in this management process. Interpretation of the information gathered for this report therefore involves separating out issues that pertain to effective management of the interface from those relating to the structure, value and role of DfES Research Centres per se.
iv In the view of the National Educational Research Forum in England and the OECD internationally, these inherent difficulties at the interface are dealt with most effectively where there is an explicit brokerage function, in effect some kind of third party operating explicitly between the policymaking and research functions. In the case of DfES Research Centres this brokerage function is handled in diverse ways. In three cases – WBL, CEE and EPPI – the analytical community acts as broker between researchers and policymakers. For NRDC a policy leader takes on this role directly. In the former DH Centres, two senior external experts have explicit, independent brokerage roles.  
v Many interviewees to this study identified weaknesses in the connections between Research Centres and the policy process as a serious issue. Where it was working well, considerable resources were devoted to the interaction, including the employment of independent, high-level intermediaries. Where it was working less well, several interviewees on all sides, pointed to systemic difficulties in linking the analytical and policymaking processes within DfES. These relate to the way in which policymakers participate in setting the agenda and shaping significant, tractable research questions and the way in which analysts broker the outcomes of research for particular targeted policy teams.
vi The structure, management and governance of Centres were not issues that attracted strong responses in most cases. Policy makers generally found the Research Centre structure helps manage relations, coordinate activities and moderate extremes. Centre leaders were broadly content with arrangements, but analysts, sitting at the meeting point of policy and research were concerned about both attracting policymaker attention and keeping academics on track. Centre management was seen, by all sides, to require firm leadership and understanding of the policy environment. Where there was strong criticism it tended to derive from specific experiences with particular Centres and was therefore generally less informative about Research Centres in principle. However, it undoubtedly colours the views of some stakeholders. 
vii In relation to governance, the key issue reported by all stakeholders was the difficulty of engaging policy people. This was attributed by some analysts as a problem of differing languages and expectations and by some researchers as a question of inflexibility in being able to adapt to changing circumstances. In the case of NRDC, where uniquely a policymaker takes the lead for DfES, both sides saw this as an effective solution.  
11 Alternative forms

i Centres are seen by all interviewees as one important form of organisation in a spectrum. Government officials identify the alternatives as individually commissioned projects and framework agreements (or “call-off contracts”). Academics also refer to Research Networks which comprise individual experts or teams from several universities agreeing to work together on specific issues for a period of time. There are also Research Programmes, which engage a range of suppliers in a coherent set of projects, framed by overarching aims and objectives. Examples include the EPPE (Effective Provision of Pre-school Education) programme and TLRP (the ESRC Teaching and Learning Research Programme). 
ii It was universally felt that a mixture of forms is needed and the most suitable should be chosen in any particular instance as that best fitted for the particular purpose. Individual projects enable the most appropriate available specialist to be contracted and spreads the risks and benefits of government commissions more widely. Framework agreements, like Research Centres, reduce transaction costs and procurement delays and are widely used for research in some other Departments. The latter appear to differ from Research Centres, according to some interviewees, in retaining an element of uncertainty for contractors that may result in less stable staffing arrangements. Research Programmes have the advantage of relative coherence, compared to a set of separate projects. In the view of a leader of such a programme, however, they are more vulnerable than Centres to academic teams falling apart over time due to lack of security or domination by one member
iii The sense of arms-length independence was widely appreciated by all stakeholder groups. It enables researchers to pursue their joint goals of contributing to policy development and academic excellence and government to be seen to be objective in sourcing its knowledge. However the degree of “ownership” of Research Centres by the sponsor varies markedly. TCRU, CCFR and the EPPI Centre are university-based centres in their own right in which fixed term programmes of work are contracted for. As an example, 22% of TCRU funds are from DfES, 24% from DH and the majority from elsewhere. By contrast WBL, CEE and NRDC were established by DfES as new dedicated Centres, specifically to serve its needs but with the freedom to attract work funded by others. 
iv The question arises of the extent to which Centres (or programmes of work within Centres) should remain predominantly DfES-sponsored as opposed to standing free, attracting funding from multiple sources (including DfES). Views were expressed about the viability of the market for sustaining this. On the one hand, some policy makers pointed out that DfES may not wish to sustain any particular Centre indefinitely, when policy imperatives shift with changes in ministers and governments. On the other hand some analysts and Centre leaders expressed doubts that some important kinds of policy research would simply fail to attract funding in the market. It is noted, by, amongst others, Albert Tuijnman of the European Investment Bank, that “markets for educational R&D are imperfect…because purchasers do not have the money at their disposal to use as they wish among the full range of goods and services …..and providers are not working to improve their own pecuniary position
”. 
v Several important kinds of research were cited as likely to be at risk if left solely to the market: 

a) applied research on strategic issues that underlie policy, such as social mobility

b) cross-cutting research that applies to many policy areas, but is not the sole or primary responsibility of any one – such as the effects of learning on health, crime and social cohesion

c) longitudinal studies that trace effects over many years

d) data collections that produce little short or medium term outcome, such as the birth cohort studies

e) research with a propensity to throw up new or unexpected ways of conceptualising policy issues, perhaps through international perspectives,   such as the social pedagogue concept developed by TCRU from continental European practice

f) research involving the development of new methods, infrastructure or knowledge bases.

vi At the same time Centres clearly succeed in attracting funding from multiple sources for certain kinds of research and development from local and regional authorities, other government departments, central government, overseas and international organisations. In some cases, where benefits accrue for health, criminal justice or other policy areas, some suggested there may be a case for joint Departmental or central government funding. 
12 Looking to the future

i Most internal interviewees felt that the recent development of the DfES research strategy had little bearing on the case for or against Research Centres. However, some felt that, as Centres were inherently about strategic issues, they might be of increasing value in the mix as the overall DfES research effort becomes more strategic and focussed. External interviewees were more positive about the potential of the DfES Research Strategy, suggesting that it could enhance the contribution of Research Centres by providing greater coherence and clearer direction in relation to policy needs. 
ii In relation to potential improvements a wide range of helpful suggestions were offered. Selected examples are given in appendix I. 
13 Interpretation
Effective management of the interface
i Before considering Research Centres per se, an interpretation is offered of the many issues raised by stakeholders about the interface between Centres and DfES. This draws on both criticisms from some interviewees and good practice described by others.  
ii Clear specification of roles and responsibilities for the policy, analytical and research actors is crucial from the moment of commissioning. In one case, lack of clarity resulted in publication and communication with the press without prior notification of the DfES liaison officer; in another a researcher talked directly to policy people without the analytical liaison officer being aware of it. These instances have led to enduring grievances.
iii Reliable and sustained points of contact at operational and strategic levels are crucial. These are not easy to manage, particularly as staff movement is relatively rapid in a government department and administrative turnover may also be high in some Centres. Where this is working effectively reliable points of contact are established separately at administrative, operational and strategic levels. Transient failures at one level can be handled temporarily at another.

iv Where the interface is well managed procedures for regular interaction between policymakers and research leaders are built in. Cyclical meetings are used to discuss and agree the programme, monitor and adjust activity and interpret outcomes and implications. These processes and the associated compromises were perceived to be working well in most cases. Where criticism arose however, it appeared to be because policymakers were insufficiently engaged in shaping the programme and researchers were straying too far from agreed directions. All stakeholders acknowledged that responsibility for these failings (and their remedies) lay on all three sides. The well-documented difficulties that any science community has in communicating in a way that engages non-specialists (and vice versa) appear to be dealt with effectively in some Centres. 
v The effectiveness of processes for deriving full value from (“valorising”) the outcomes of research (or R&D) vary considerably between Centres. It may also be the case that the resources and responsibilities allocated for these differ. Key studies of knowledge utilisation
 refer to the need to transform research outputs for use by others, partly by adding in relevant local contextual know-how and adopting language and style appropriate to the particular audience. Skilled personnel dedicated to this task and to communicating with diverse groups are needed. This happens more extensively in some Centres than others. The former also attract more uniformly favourable comments from policymakers about their value in the policy process. 

vi A closely linked issue is the engagement of policymakers at the outset in choosing priorities, shaping the questions and designing projects. Again for those Centres where this works most effectively policymakers feel more uniformly positive about the outputs and their relevance for policy. 

Structure, value and role of Research Centres
i Research Centres differ very much, one from another. Despite this they clearly constitute a distinct organisational form. The chief characteristic of all DfES Research Centres is that they involve long term commitment on both sides (“like a marriage” as one interviewee put it). It is the quality of the relationship that counts. As a result of this relationship, the fundamental benefits that commonly flow are the accumulation of knowledge, growth in expertise and sensitivity to the policy environment. 
ii Where these benefits are experienced they result in high quality outputs on relevant issues - both major underlying strategic ones and urgent, specific ones. These have proved valuable in influencing policy thinking, ministerial attitudes, White and Green papers and Spending Review presentations to HMT. 
iii In specific instances, these benefits are not being fully realised. In the main, the reasons for this lie less in the rationale or structure, more in the management of the relationship. The principal difficulty lies in the engagement of policy people in the full cyclical process: identifying researchable issues, prioritising and shaping projects, participating in interim interpretation, drawing out implications, formulating findings for practical use, and identifying the next generation of issues to address. This problem is not peculiar to DfES – it is widely reported in international studies of the interface
. 
iv DfES has created an enviable capital asset in its Centres, and has established an international reputation for this. By good fortune, differences in the way Centres operate mean that for problems occurring in one, solutions have been found in another. The opportunity arises for good practice to be shared between Centres. In particular the programmes of work inherited from the Department of Health involve structured processes that appear to engage policymaking colleagues effectively. 
v In addition to the issues of effectiveness, the consultation has revealed information about the place of Research Centres more broadly. As one of a range of modalities for commissioning research they are valued by all parties in terms of the benefits of a long term relationship, blending sensitivity to policy needs with objective standards for excellence in research. All stakeholders urge a mixed approach to commissioning to include various types of Centre, alongside individual projects and programmes of work commissioned from leading specialists or research networks.
vi The question remains of the balance that should be sought between the various modalities. The evidence of this study suggests that the balance should be found by assessing fitness-for-purpose in each case rather than as a matter of principle or fractional budget allocation. In reaching such a conclusion the perspectives of all stakeholder types (policymaking, analytical and researcher) need to be brought together in weighing up the advantages of:
· a close relationship that encourages policy sensitivity and responsiveness in the research community and provides policymakers with expert advice on tap
· The opportunity to initiate interdisciplinary or longer term studies on major strategic issues of policy in an already-managed environment

against the possibility of:

· some loss of freedom to choose the individual specialist or team most closely associated with the particular issue in hand 
· Reduced capacity to control the course of a project
14 Conclusions
The brief for this study was to review the potential value of Research Centres to support the Department’s overall analytical effort and action against strategic objectives. The study has involved in-depth discussion of a specific set of issues with a reasonable sample of stakeholders, from which it has proved possible to set out those points for which the evidence clearly converges, those for which it conflicts and to distinguish those points which are not unique to Research Centres.

In this penultimate section the implications of the evidence gathered is assessed, in the context of studies of research utilisation, to provide a view on where all this leaves DfES.
i First, there seems to be little doubt that the Research Centres represent an enormous asset for DfES. In the main they do an excellent job and are regarded nationally and internationally both as a fit-for-purpose government investment and as high quality sources of knowledge.

ii Second, the intellectual, human and social capital built up in the Centres over many years is significant and is poised for exploitation. 
iii Third, the quality of interaction, particularly between research and policymaking, needs to be improved in some cases. Responsibility for achieving this is acknowledged, on all sides, as a shared one. There is an appetite for getting on with this and exemplars of good practice exist within the set of Centres.
iv Judgements about the kinds of Centre to be commissioned in future, and their thematic, policy or methodological focus should be made case by case, in relation to factors set out in this report and no doubt others. 
v From some purposes research is not enough - the development of tools and improvement of service delivery needs to be integrated in a combined R&D effort. Consideration needs to given, in any given instance, as to whether a Research Centre or an R&D Centre is most appropriate. 

vi Where the judgement is about the continuation of an existing Centre, consideration should be given to ensuring that the remit and responsibilities are entirely clear and understood by, and satisfactory to, all parties – policy, analytical and research leaders. Where continuation or modification are being considered, the earliest possible engagement between DfES and the Centre will minimise the very real risk of scarce expertise, knowledge and sensitivity draining away during the period of uncertainty as staff seek more secure contracts.

vii Were reduction, expansion, closure or merger of Centres to be considered, it would be advisable to estimate potential losses and gains in each case. This study has not attempted to clarify whether there is an optimal size for a Centre but it has thrown up the benefits of close team-working in focussed units over numbers of years. 
viii International literature on research impact strongly suggests that significant resource needs to be attached to “valorising” research results. This means spending money on personnel, tools and activities that enable key messages from research to be rewritten for, communicated to and actively exploited by diverse audiences. 
ix A number of benefits might be derived from structured collaboration between DfES Research Centres on generic activities, such as collating and transforming information for policymaking and coordinating the research agenda in overlapping areas. Additional benefits could flow from collaboration over specific methods, data, concepts and techniques between centres. To a limited degree this might perhaps extend to other centres and programmes, such as the Centre for Longitudinal Studies, any successor to the ESRC Teaching and Learning Research Programme and centres associated with Social and Health Care.

x Policy development in some instances requires work on underlying scientific questions. There may be occasions in which DfES and Research Councils, notwithstanding the clear distinction between their research roles, would benefit from a joint initiative.

xi In areas where there is a shortage of expertise, consideration needs to be given to ensuring that adequate research capacity is available. DfES interests in ensuring the quality of its research “supply chain” need to be seen alongside those of others, particularly ESRC and other scientific research councils, in designing and funding this. In addition, the capacity to make effective use of research needs to be developed more widely amongst policymakers and, in some cases, service managers and practitioners. 
15 Answers to questions
In this final section, evidence from the interviews is assessed in relation to the specific questions posed in the brief. For brevity, points are set out without repeating the basis for them set out earlier in the report. 

i What does the Department gain through policy-focused research centres, in terms of direct support and advice for policy and broader development?
The Department gains: 

a. Communication of high quality findings, concepts and tools mediated through publications, meetings with teams, events for ministers and officials

b. A direct and sustained relationship with a team of experts offering a multi-disciplinary range of professional and academic skills

c. Flow of expert advice, information, ideas, practices and benchmarks based on a significant national and international presence

d. A flexible resource through which programmes can be adjusted in accordance with shifting policy and emerging findings. 

e. Ongoing dialogue between knowledge specialists, policymakers and internal analysts about the big issues relating to policy

ii In the light of our current experience, how effectively can centres support the Department’s strategic objectives and inform future development and delivery of policy?

The near unanimous view of interviewees was that the value represented by Research Centres currently is not likely to diminish in the future. Many suggested that their value would be greater as Departmental strategic objectives for research become more closely aligned with those of policy. Their effectiveness in this regard derives from: 

a. Their sensitivity to, and support for, the strategic objectives for Departmental research 

b. The availability of datasets, methods, specialised knowledge and expertise, developed over recent years, for application to emerging policy issues

c. Their capacity to address underlying issues that outlive particular policy positions 

d. Their capacity to apply expertise from multiple disciplines to address the multi-facetted issues of policy.

e. The increasing value, as time passes, of the application of longitudinal datasets that track lives and experiences

ii Are there improvements which could be made to the governance, management and structure of centres which would enhance their value to DfES, and to ensure they meet its needs?

Many detailed suggestions for improvement emerged from the study and are listed in appendix I. A brief overview of them is provided here:

a. Policymakers should engage fully with the formation, agenda-setting and utilisation aspects of Research Centres

b. The brokerage role between research and policy could be enhanced by, developing brokerage skills internally or extending the use of external brokers 

c. Greater coordination of the research agendas of Research Centres, ESRC and other major external programmes could be sought, perhaps through the Strategic Research Forum to be launched in Spring 2008
d. Regular opportunities for sharing of practices and specialised expertise between Research Centres could be organised
e.  A significant fraction of available resources should be applied to the transformation of research findings for use by policymakers

f. Clearly understood lines of responsibility and communication between DfES and Centres are required at multiple levels: senior management, intellectual leadership and administration 

g. To reduce negative effects on ongoing projects, periodic uncertainties over the future funding of a Research Centre as a whole might be separated from the funding for key projects within it.
h. Consideration should be given to involving Centres in a wider range of Departmental functions, for example: advising on potential projects prior to inviting tenders 
i. To enhance the impact of their work, Research Centres could be encouraged to engage, where appropriate, with external brokerage organisations that reach out to particular audiences

j. Where both scientific and policy development are at stake, joint working with ESRC or other centres and programmes could be considered

k. Where the development of tools, or improvement of service delivery, are required, an R&D, as opposed to a purely research approach might be appropriate

iii How does the contribution and value of research centres compare with the contributions of individually commissioned projects of similar type and scale to those delivered by centres?

The interviews, particularly with external researchers, showed clearly the ways in which Research Centres, offer particular benefits and disbenefits compared to other forms. Specifically they:

a. Provide good value for money comparatively through:

· gaining a high degree of commitment and loyalty from staff over relatively long periods of time

· the build-up of knowledge and skills from earlier studies

· developing familiarity in use of datasets of value in policymaking 

· developing an understanding of, and sensitivity to, the policy environment

· incentivising world-class researchers to work on key domestic policy issues

·  providing a single point of contact for on-tap advice across a range of disciplines

· Reducing transaction costs

b. Offer things that would otherwise be difficult to obtain:

· Rapid responses to changing policy needs at no extra cost

· Synergies between separate projects in a Centre

c. Bring the benefits of a strong national and international reputation

· Access to new ideas, concepts and methods through conferences and 1:1 links

· Acquaintance with practices and their effects in a wide range of other countries

· Development of international benchmarks and standards of quality 
d. Constrain the Department’s choices to some extent by:

· tying up resources with a particular set of researchers, having skills and knowledge in a particular field, at the expense of others
· ceding some control over the precise programme of activity to external parties
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Appendix
Suggestions for improvement 

Selected from interviews

Many suggestions for improvement were put forward in the course of interviews. A selection is offered below, with no attempt at analysis of the arguments for or against.
To improve the interplay between policymaker and researcher 
· Minimise the number of links in the “impact chain” from researcher (via core analyst, bedded-out analyst, team leader) to policy team member.

· Consider more widespread use of a professional, external intermediary between each Centre and relevant policy teams

· Set up an overarching structure within DfES across directorates and Strategic Analysis for relating to Research Centres

· Ensure that policymakers, analysts and Centre leaders sit down together to define programmes

· discuss whole programmes with policymakers, rather than individual projects

·  work with policy teams right through from beginning to end of a project

· Cultivate policy champions for each Centre 
· Extend the practice of embedding/seconding staff between Centres and DfES

· Create Policy Task Groups to prepare reports on key policy issues drawing on multiple studies

To improve the programmes of work 

· Decide on themes for future Centres and projects according to where the market fails 

· Engage Centres more actively in shaping the DfES research strategy

· Specify clearly at the commissioning stage of a Research Centre the technical expectations, communication rules and responsibilities

· Separate decision-making about a Centre as a whole from decisions about projects within it, so uncertainty about the former does not blight the latter.  

To enhance the value of Centres, DfES to:

· commit to Centres for the long haul – perhaps extend to a 4 year review period

· manage and engage more closely with Centres 

· Consider using Centres for further functions such as: drawing together findings from multiple sources, advising on potential pitfalls prior to invitations to tender, helping define questions

· Consider extending the use of external intermediary organisations, where needed, to reach out widely to service delivery and practice

· Consider sharing knowledge with cognate organisations in other parts of the UK

· Pool the findings of Research Centres with those of other research programmes and centres, in a new public centre for educational evidence

· Encourage the diversification of funding streams for Centres
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