FINAL 6-26-06
PROCESS EVALUATION OF THE COBRE PROGRAM

Proposed Study Design

The National Center for Research Resources (NCRR) is sponsoring a feasibility study to determine the optimal design for a process evaluation of the Centers of Biomedical Research Excellence (COBRE) program, a major NCRR initiative for enhancing the overall research competitiveness of the participating centers, institutions, and states.  The evaluation, which is expected to begin in September 2006, will focus on the first 48 COBRE centers.  In FY 2000, 19 centers received five-year COBRE awards (P20 grants), followed by 10 centers in FY 2001 and 19 centers in FY 2002.  The 48 centers are located in 34 different lead institutions and each of the 24 IDeA states has at least one COBRE center.  The study will assess the centers’ program operations and outputs during their first five years as well as the success of the junior investigators they supported during this period.  The five-year period will be different for each of the three cohorts.  For example, the period of performance for the 19 centers in the first cohort will be FY 2000-2005 and the period of performance for the 19 centers in the third cohort will be FY 2002-2007.  
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The evaluation will be based on a conceptual framework illustrating how the COBRE program is intended to work (see Exhibit 1).  This type of visual diagram (sometimes called a logic model) illustrates how funding and other resources, baseline characteristics, and specific program activities are hypothesized to influence the subsequent achievement of program goals.  The proposed conceptual framework for this process evaluation identifies 7 baseline characteristics that could affect a COBRE center’s subsequent success, 6 types of program activities that centers are expected to perform, 6 process goals related to center outputs, and 6 outcome goals for the centers’ junior investigators.  The study will also examine NCRR resources allocated to the COBRE program and external factors over which the centers had no control.  Proposed operational definitions and data sources for the variables in the framework are presented in Exhibit 2.

STUDY QUESTIONS

The evaluation will answer the following study questions:

1. What were the baseline characteristics of the COBRE centers and institutions in the following areas?
· Number of participating institutions, departments, and research faculty.

· Administrative, research, and mentoring experience of the principal investigator. 

· Previous research experience of the mentors and other senior investigators.
· Type of research to be pursued by the center (basic, clinical, behavioral).
· Existing facilities and resources supporting this type of research.
· Institution’s affiliation with a medical school and/or health science center.
· Number of graduate and postdoctoral students in scientific fields.
2. What types of innovative strategies were used by COBRE centers in conducting the following major program activities?
· Providing scientific and administrative leadership to implement the center’s overall research plan.
· Recruiting additional researchers and support staff.
· Selecting and supporting promising junior investigators and appropriate mentors.
· Establishing/enhancing core facilities and resources to support COBRE research projects.
· Working with an External Advisory Committee (EAC) to improve the center’s effectiveness.
· Encouraging the active involvement of senior administrators.
Were any unexpected challenges encountered by the COBRE centers in conducting these program activities?  If so, how were they addressed?  Were there major differences among the COBRE grantees in how they allocated their grant funds with respect to administrative functions, core facilities/resources, and research projects?
3. To what extent did the COBRE centers achieve the following process goals during their first five years?

· Successful recruitment of new research faculty, technical staff, and EAC members.
· Expansion of core facilities and other resources to meet the needs of COBRE investigators.
· Successful implementation of 3-5 research projects (each led by a junior investigator) in areas relevant to the center’s scientific focus.
· Evidence that junior investigators are receiving adequate mentoring, research support, protected time, and feedback.
· Evidence that the EAC is offering useful advice, encouraging faculty development, and evaluating the center’s progress.
· Evidence that the institution is committed to enhancing the center’s research competitiveness.
With respect to the junior investigators’ research projects, how many centers funded pilot projects in addition to full-scale research projects?  How many funded team research projects involving two or more junior investigators?  

Comparing the strategies used by the more successful and less successful centers, can “best practices for centers” be identified?  If so, how were these practices usually implemented?  

Comparing the baseline characteristics of the more successful and less successful centers, can “centers with strong potential” be identified from their baseline characteristics? 
4. What were the baseline characteristics of the COBRE junior investigators in the following areas?
· Previous scientific publications.

· Previous research grants.

· Academic position at time of award.

· Type of doctoral degree (e.g., PhD, MD).

· Years since completing doctoral degree.

· Mentor’s PHS grant experience.

· Long-distance mentoring relationship (Y/N).

5. To what extent did the COBRE junior investigators who were funded during the centers’ first three years achieve the following goals?  
· Giving presentations at scientific meetings.
· Publishing research in peer-reviewed journals.
· Applying for research grants sponsored by NIH and/or other organizations.
· Receiving an external research grant (serving as PI or co-PI).
· Receiving one or more major research grants as an independent investigator.
· Continuing to participate in COBRE activities after attaining independence.
In total, how many junior investigators were funded by the 48  COBRE centers during their first five years?  How many of these investigators received COBRE funding for a full-scale research project?  How many received funding for a pilot research project?  How many served on a team research project?
Of the junior investigators who joined a COBRE center during its first three years, how many received an external research grant of any type by the end of Year 5?  Of this group, how many received a major research grant (exceeding $200,000/year)?  How many received an R01 grant?  Of the junior investigators who were successful in receiving a major research grant, how long did it take them on average to achieve this goal (number of years after joining COBRE)?  How many of them had received a smaller NIH grant before they joined the COBRE center?
Comparing the baseline characteristics of the more successful and less successful junior investigators, can “investigators with strong potential” be identified from their baseline characteristics? 
6. Did any of the COBRE centers experience positive or negative events over which they had no control?  If so, how were they addressed?  

7. What level of NCRR resources (in terms of funding and staff support) was allocated to the COBRE program during FY 2000-2007?  What were the major program-related activities implemented by NCRR during this period?  From the perspective of NCRR staff, which of these activities (including RFA revisions) were most effective in improving the program?  Were unexpected challenges encountered by NCRR staff in administering the program?  If so, how were they addressed?
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

To answer the study questions, information is needed with respect to two target populations: 

· The 48 COBRE centers initially funded in FY 2000-2002.
· The junior investigators who received COBRE research project support during the centers’ first five years (n > 150).

Data will be collected on each of the variables shown in the conceptual framework, based on the operational definitions developed during the feasibility study.  Fortunately, nearly all of the information needed to answer the study questions can be obtained from secondary data sources.  The following strategies are recommended:

· Analyzing the content of NCRR program documents, particularly the COBRE centers’ initial and competing continuation grant applications and summary statements, the centers’ first five annual progress reports (both the 2590 forms and APR supplements), the COBRE RFAs released during FY 2000-2003, and COBRE financial status reports for FY 2000-2007. 
· Performing searches of NIH databases (primarily CRISP) to obtain information on PHS grants awarded to COBRE center participants before they received COBRE funding (to assess their previous research experience).  CRISP will also be used to obtain information on PHS grants awarded to junior investigators after they received COBRE funding.
· Performing searches of the PubMed database to obtain an unbiased count of the number of the research papers published by junior investigators in peer-reviewed journals before and after they received COBRE funding (with separate counts for first-authored and co-authored publications).  

· Reviewing NCRR and COBRE center websites.

· Obtaining additional information from other secondary data sources (e.g., AAMC databases, NSF/NIH Survey of Graduate Students and Postdoctorates in Science and Engineering).
Much of the data involving center activities and outputs will be qualitative in nature although specific quantitative data will also be collected for each variable.  A pretested coding strategy and data collection coding sheet (Exhibit 3) will be used to ensure that the data collection and analyses are consistent with the operational definitions of the study variables.  With respect to the major program activities, the analysts will focus on identifying innovative strategies employed by the COBRE centers and major challenges they encountered in implementing each activity.  With respect to the process goals, the analysts will look for evidence of a center’s success or lack of success in achieving each goal.  
After the information obtained from secondary sources has been collected and analyzed, a one- to two-page document will be created for each COBRE center that summarizes the center’s first five years (Exhibit 4), which the center’s principal investigator will be asked to verify.  Similarly, a one-page summary document will be created for each COBRE-funded junior investigator (Exhibit 5), which the investigator will be asked to verify.  In each case, a cover letter and instructions for verifying the information will accompany the transmission.

Descriptive statistics and qualitative analysis will be the primary analytical techniques that will be used to answer the study questions.  To fully answer study question 3, an agreed-upon algorithm will be used to summarize the extent to which each center achieved the program’s process goals in order to identify the more successful and less successful centers.  The algorithm will produce a summary score for each center 
that reflects the extent to which it achieved each of the process goals during the center’s first five years.  A similar approach will be used for study question 5 to identify the more successful and less successful junior investigators.  

Although most of the study questions will be answered using information obtained from secondary data sources, a limited amount of primary data will also be collected to obtain a deeper understanding of the findings (which will not require OMB clearance): 
· Telephone interviews will be conducted with different types of COBRE participants at 6 of the centers that were found to be most successful and 3 of the centers that were found to be least successful in achieving the process goals.  The interviews will be designed to gain a better understanding of the strategies they used and the major challenges they faced in conducting program activities.  The questions will vary, depending on the specific case and the type of participant being interviewed (e.g., principal investigator, junior investigator, mentor, EAC member).  In total, no more than 9 participants of each type will be interviewed.
· It is also possible that a few informal telephone discussions and/or e-mail exchanges may be needed to clarify information obtained from secondary data sources regarding a particular COBRE center or junior investigator.  Such inquiries will be kept to a minimum and may not be needed at all.
· In-person and/or telephone interviews and/or a focus group will be conducted with a few NCRR staff members to discuss the different types of program-related activities they implemented and any unexpected challenges they encountered in administering the COBRE program.  

Near the end of the data collection and analysis, an evaluation advisory committee will be convened to discuss the study’s findings, assess the early impact of COBRE funding, and provide recommendations on ways to enhance the COBRE program in the future.  The discussion will focus on the centers’ program operations and outputs, including the success of their junior investigators.
USE OF RESULTS

The results of the process evaluation of the COBRE program will be presented to NCRR in a draft report which will include an introduction to the evaluation, a background section describing the COBRE program, and a detailed description of the findings for each of the study questions.  Wherever possible, analytical results will be presented in tables and graphs designed to highlight the study’s findings.  The conclusion of the report will include recommendations for enhancing the program and tracking the future progress of COBRE centers and their junior investigators.  After the draft report has been reviewed by NCRR staff and the evaluation advisory committee, a final report for the evaluation will be produced. 
In addition to helping NCRR administrators enhance the COBRE program, the study’s findings should be useful to COBRE principal investigators and other participants in expanding their understanding of “best practices for centers,” enhancing their efforts to recruit “investigators with strong potential,” and improving the operations and outputs of their centers in a variety of ways.  It is also anticipated that the methodology and results of the COBRE process evaluation will be useful to administrators at other NIH Institutes/Centers and organizations who are interested in strengthening the research capacity of institutions by supporting thematic multidisciplinary research centers.
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