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Executive Summary 
Introduction 
 
In this evaluation we examined the relevance and performance of Agriculture and Agri-
Food Canada’s (AAFC) Research Project Selection Process. The objectives were to 
determine: 
 

• the extent to which the process has been successful in ensuring AAFC 
funded research is aligned to departmental priorities and is assessed for 
scientific excellence;  

• the adequacy of the design and delivery of the research project selection 
process; and 

• opportunities to further enhance the process. 
 
The work was conducted between July 2009 and January 2010. 
 
AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process 
 
AAFC’s vision is to lead Canada towards a better future and improved economic 
prosperity through agricultural research and innovation.  AAFC research provides the 
Agriculture and Agri-food sector with information and technology that generates wealth 
for producers and the country, and helps achieve security of the food system, health of 
the environment, and innovation for growth to strengthen Canada’s economy. 
 
AAFC research supports three strategic outcomes:  
 

• an environmentally sustainable agriculture, agri-food and agri-based 
products sector;  

• a competitive agriculture, agri-food and agri-based products sector that 
proactively manages risk; and 

• an innovative agriculture, agri-food and agri-based products sector. 
 
Methodology 
 
All three cycles of the research project selection process, 2007-2008, 2008-2009 and 
2009-2010, were included in the evaluation. Information was gathered from five 
sources: review and documentation of the process; literature review; comparative case 
analysis; file review of research proposals; and key informant interviews. Findings and 
recommendations are based on multiple lines of evidence.   
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Key Findings 
 
Overall the design of AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process compares favourably 
to that in other similar national and international organizations. It provides a two-stage 
assessment of proposals for alignment to priorities and for quality of science. The 
inclusion of peer review within the process strengthens the design.  
 
While the design of the model is sound, five areas requiring attention were identified: 
  

• the Department’s research priorities are broad, and have not been 
sufficiently communicated at all levels throughout the Research Branch 
and the process for allocating funding across the seven research priorities 
is not clear; 

• pre-screening of proposals for alignment to Research Branch priorities 
does not take place prior to peer review;  

• the various roles of Science Directors throughout the Research Project 
Selection Process should be clarified to ensure that they are consistently 
carried out, with the same level of effectiveness; 

• existing documentation and tools to help assessors at key stages in the 
Research Project Selection Process in making decisions and providing 
feedback to scientists on research proposals are not detailed enough to 
ensure that they are applied transparently and consistently; and 

• the criteria for selection of research proposals should be reviewed to 
ensure that they do not disadvantage certain types of research (e.g., non-
hypothesis) and new researchers.  

 
Notwithstanding these issues, review of data from the three years the Research Project 
Selection Process has been in place suggests that the process is effective at funding 
projects aligned to research priorities, and in assessing scientific excellence.   
 
Recommendations 
 
Our evaluation suggests five recommendations: 
 

• The Research Branch should develop a detailed communications strategy to 
ensure that Research Branch priorities are communicated clearly and 
consistently at all levels throughout the organization, as well as the process for 
allocating funding across the seven research priorities.     

• The Research Branch should consider the merits of pre-screening research 
proposals for alignment to priorities. 

• The Research Branch should clarify the various roles of Science Directors 
throughout the Research Project Selection Process, to ensure that they are 
consistently carried out, with the same level of effectiveness. 
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• The Research Branch should further develop documentation and tools for use in 
assessing research proposals and providing feedback to scientists. 

• The Research Branch should review the selection criteria for the Research 
Project Selection Process to ensure they do not disadvantage non-hypothesis 
research proposals or proposals from new scientists. 
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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Process Overview 

The AAFC Science and Innovation Strategy introduced in May 2006 describes the 
AAFC strategy, goals and objectives for science and innovation. It defines the science 
priorities, associated outcomes and science deliverables. The direction includes: 
investing in research according to national priorities; excellence in research; developing 
partnerships; and enhancing the bio-based economy and commercialization of 
research.   
 
According to Research Branch officials, AAFC undertakes about 40 percent of 
agriculture research in Canada, with universities and the private sector making up the 
remainder. The Research Project Selection Process was launched in 2006, with the 
objectives of: 1) ensuring that research projects funded are aligned with departmental 
research priorities; and 2) ensuring that departmental funds support the best research 
efforts, accountable to the highest scientific standards.  The yearly budget for research 
funded through this process is approximately $22 million of A-base funding.   
 
The process begins in early August with a call for proposals issued by the Assistant 
Deputy Minister of the Research Branch.  The call for proposals is issued to AAFC 
scientists, for research proposals seeking up to four years of funding for innovation and 
/ or public good research.  Research proposals are required to be aligned with one of 
the following seven national research priorities: 
 

1. Enhancing human health and wellness through food, nutrition and 
innovative products; 

2. Enhancing the quality of food and the safety of the food system; 
3. Enhancing the security and protection of the food supply; 
4. Enhancing economic benefits for all stakeholders; 
5. Enhancing environmental performance of the Canadian agricultural 

system; 
6. Enhancing understanding of Canadian bio-resources and protecting and 

conserving their genetic diversity; and 
7. Developing new opportunities for agriculture from bio-resources. 
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By January of each year, proposals are forwarded concurrently to a Management 
Committee (comprised of Science Directors) and to a Peer Review Panel (comprised of 
university professors and internationally recognized scientists) for assessment. Once 
proposals are assessed by both committees, separate reports are forwarded to the 
Research Branch Executive Committee (RBEC) for their review and final decision, 
including funding allocations. RBEC is comprised of the Assistant Deputy Minister, 
Research Branch; Research Branch Directors General; Research Branch Science 
Directors; Chief Scientist of the International Scientific Cooperation Bureau; and the 
Director of the Office of the Intellectual Property and Commercialization. In the event 
that a research proposal is not successful, applicants have the ability to submit an 
appeal based on procedural unfairness, such as lack of due process or perceived 
conflicts of interest. The entire process takes nine months from start to finish. 
 
Since the inception of this process, the Research Branch has implemented a number of 
improvements to the process including: the introduction of a management evaluation 
component; an appeal process; and a fifth Peer Review Panel on crop genomics to 
complement the other four Peer Review Panels (Environment & Ecology, Animal 
Science, Food Science and Plant Science). 
 

1.2 Methodology 

The focus of this evaluation is to assess the overall effectiveness of AAFC’s research 
project selection process, specifically to determine if it is successful in ensuring AAFC 
funded research is aligned to the Department’s priorities and is assessed for science 
excellence.  The scope of the evaluation covers the three cycles of the research project 
selection process from 2007-2008 to 2009-2010. The evaluation is based on information 
gathered between July and September 2009 from five sources: review and 
documentation of the process; literature review; comparative case analysis; file review 
of research proposals (30 in total); and key informant interviews with scientists (27), 
Science Directors (6), Research Branch Senior officials (2), and Peer Review Panel 
Chairs (4). Findings and recommendations are based on multiple lines of evidence.   
 
An Advisory Committee, comprised of experts on national / international peer review 
and senior executive managers in federal granting agencies, was established to provide 
expert advice on the evaluation issues, the appropriateness of the methodologies, 
feedback on the strengths of the evaluation findings, conclusions and the 
recommendations.  
 

1.3 Evaluation Constraints / Risks 

This evaluation reviewed the entire Research Project Selection Process and key 
components within the process using multiple lines of evidence.  It concludes on the 
effectiveness of the design and its implementation where results from the various lines 
of evidence are consistent.  
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While critically important, the specific processes to establish AAFC Research Branch 
priorities and science deliverables, and AAFC current project management and 
reporting procedures, were beyond the scope of the evaluation. 
 
The evaluation was also constrained by tight timelines (Terms of Reference were 
approved in July, the conduct phase was completed by the end of November, and the 
reporting phase began in December); and by limited data available for the first year of 
the Research Project Selection Process (2007-08). 
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2.0 Findings 

2.1 Rationale and Relevance 

Objectives of the Research Project Selection Process, as outlined in the AAFC Science 
and Innovation Strategy (May 2006), are to: 
 

• provide independent advice and recommendations that contribute to 
ensuring that funding for AAFC research is aligned with Government of 
Canada, AAFC and Research Branch priorities and that the department 
supports quality science; 

• demonstrate a focus on research outcomes and the responsible use of 
taxpayer resources; and 

• ensure the research project selection process is fair, transparent and 
orients research effectively. 

 
The rationale for AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process is clear.  The process 
provides a mechanism to facilitate, adjust, and steer AAFC’s research activities to 
address Canada’s agriculture and agri-business priorities, as outlined in the report 
Cultivating An Innovative Advantage (2009). In addition, this process establishes a 
basis for the Research Branch to demonstrate to Canadians the rationale for the 
selection of research projects and the investment of resources.   
 
The Research Project Selection Process continues to be relevant.  Operating in the 
federal public sector and executing public good research with A-based resources, the 
process is an important mechanism that positions the Research Branch to ensure that 
funding supports AAFC and federal science and innovation priorities. It also ensures 
that departmental funds support the best research efforts, and that AAFC is accountable 
to the highest scientific standards. 
 

2.2 Design 

Prior to this evaluation the steps of the Research Project Selection Process beyond the 
submission of research proposals were not fully documented.  One of the key lines of 
evidence to support this evaluation involved documenting the key steps in a process 
map.  
 
Figure 1 reflects the current 2009-2010 design of the Research Project Selection 
Process. There have been several enhancements made to the process since its 
inception in 2007-2008. In 2008-09, the Research Branch introduced a management 
evaluation component (to ensure that research proposals are evaluated against criteria 
for the alignment of research projects to AAFC’s national priorities) and an appeal 
component; in 2009-10, the management evaluation component was improved and an 
assessment tool with value statements was developed, and a fifth peer review panel on 
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Crop Genomics was added. Senior Officials within the Research Branch have indicated 
that the process will continue to be strengthened over time as required.  
 
 

Figure 1 
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As part of the evaluation of AAFC’s Research Project Selection process, the design of 
AAFC’s process was compared to those of similar federal science-based departments 
and agencies and international organizations.  
 

- Canadian organizations with comparable research project selection 
processes are:  Environment Canada; National Defence; Fisheries & Oceans; 
Health Canada; Canadian Institutes of Health Research; Natural Sciences 
and Engineering Research Council of Canada; and Natural Resources 
Canada.   

 
- Comparative international organizations are: United States Department of 

Agriculture; the United States Department of Health and Human Services; the 
United Kingdom’s Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council; 
and the Natural Environment Research Council.  

 
Findings from these comparisons are included below, in the assessment of the design 
of AAFC’s process, and throughout the report in relation to other key findings of the 
evaluation.  In terms of its design, AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process has 
several key components that are similar to those of other national and international 
organizations, notably the Management Evaluation component, the Peer Review Panel 
and the Appeal Board.   
 
AAFC’s Management Evaluation component reviews research proposals for alignment 
with Research Branch priorities. The Management Evaluation Committee, comprised of 
Science Directors, assesses all submitted research proposals.  A letter score is 
assigned for each of the five criteria that is associated with a value statement, then 
translated into a numerical score and summed for all of the criteria to generate an 
overall research proposal score.  Management Evaluation Committee recommendations 
are documented in the Management Evaluation Report to the Research Branch 
Executive Committee.   
 
Review of the processes of federal science-based departments and agencies and 
international organizations found that all undertook an assessment of alignment of 
research proposals to priorities.  AAFC’s Management Evaluation component was 
found to have a similar structure in comparison to other organizations.  
 
In terms of the Peer Review Panel component, AAFC’s Peer Review Panel reviews 
research proposals for science excellence.  Though there is no perfect, one-size fits all 
process, peer review is widely and consistently supported in scientific and academic 
literature as the best way to fund science. 1, 2  The most successful processes reflect 

                                            
1  Ware, Mark.  Peer review: benefits, perceptions and alternatives.  Publishing Research Corporation 

Summary Papers 4: 2008. 
2  Sense About Science.  Peer Review Survey 2009: Preliminary Findings: September 2009.  See the 

Sense About Science website at http://www.senseaboutscience.org.uk. 
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the objectives, research agenda and culture of the organization. There is also an 
additional important function to peer review - to assist applicants in improving the quality 
of their research through the provision of constructive feedback from Peer Review Panel 
assessments.   
 
Over the past five years, international Blue Ribbon panels have endorsed peer review 
practices of the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council of Canada and Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada (SSHRC). By including peer review as a key component of 
its Research Project Selection Process, the design of AAFC’s process compares 
favourably to these national organizations.  Furthermore, interviews with AAFC Peer 
Review Panel Chairs, Research Branch Science Directors and Scientists confirmed 
significant support for peer review and its application to AAFC research activities. 
 
In addition to the management and peer review committees, a panel of external expert 
reviewers provides a deeper overall assessment of research proposals and examines 
the research proposals for science excellence. Their input is intended to complement 
the expertise of the peer review panels.  The originator of the research project proposal 
may suggest up to five external reviewers to participate in the evaluation process.  
External reviewers may be from industry, government, the university sector and be from 
Canada or abroad.  Science Directors are responsible for reviewing the names of 
suggested external reviewers, and suggesting other / additional names.  Based on a 
sample of 30 files examined (10 from each of the three years the process was in place), 
research proposal applicants suggested an average of four external reviewers per 
proposal (based on data available for 2008-09 and 2009-10 only).   
 
In terms of the appeal process, this component of AAFC’s Research Project Selection 
Process was implemented in 2008-09.  It is intended to ensure that research proposal 
applicants are treated fairly and consistently.  The ADM, Research Branch, is 
responsible for appointing the Appeal Board Chair, and the Director General, Science 
Centres is responsible for appointing two Appeal Board members.  A Senior Science 
Business Analyst (from Science Operations and Coordination) is responsible for 
coordinating the process.  The Appeal Board is typically chaired by the Director 
General, Science Centres, and membership includes the responsible Science Director 
and the Senior Science Business Analyst, who is responsible for providing the Board 
with a written fact-based report on the process (i.e., dates the process was launched, 
documents received, dates key meetings held etc.)   
 
The grounds for an appeal in the AAFC process are the demonstration of a compelling 
case of procedural unfairness, such as the lack of due process or perceived conflict of 
interest.  The judgement, interpretation or level of understanding of the Peer Review 
Panel / external reviewer experts are not grounds for appeal.  Documents reviewed as 
part of the evaluation confirmed that appeal reports followed a consistent template.  
Feedback received through key informant interviews reflected the fact that AAFC 
scientists do not fully understand the appeal process.   
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In terms of the comparison of AAFC’s appeal process to those of other national and 
international organizations, the grounds for appeal varied. National Defence (CRTI) and 
USDA (ARS) allow applicants to challenge both the process administration and the 
science aspect of decisions; NSERC (Discovery Grant Application Program) and 
USDHH (National Institutes of Health) allow applicants to challenge decisions on the 
basis of error or procedural unfairness. Environment Canada (Action Plan for Clean 
Water), Fisheries & Oceans (ACRDP), Natural Resources Canada (Canadian Forestry 
Service) and Canadian Institutes of Health Research have no formal appeal process. As 
a result, we conclude that on grounds for appeal, AAFC’s approach is consistent with 
that of several organizations.  AAFC’s process is stronger than those organizations that 
have no appeal process. 
 

2.3 Delivery / Implementation 

Our evaluation examined each of the stages in the peer review process.  Key findings 
are grouped in four categories: Research Branch Priorities; components within the 
Research Project Selection Process; documentation to support decision-making; and 
the selection criteria used.   

2.3.1 Research Branch Priorities 

AAFC’s research priorities are detailed in several separate AAFC documents: the 
Science and Innovation Strategy (May 2006); and in the 2009 Science and Innovation 
Action Plan. The call for research proposals is focused around these science priorities 
and expected deliverables. While priorities were clearly articulated in the 2006 Science 
and Innovation Strategy, with attributed outcomes and science deliverables, they were 
found to be wide in scope with minimal detail on alignment of what research, in what 
areas, would aid in advancing AAFC’s Research Branch priorities. Hence we found that 
submitted research could fit under more than one priority. 
 
This finding was confirmed in our key informant interviews. Science Directors and 
Scientists noted concerns with the current expression of the national priorities and 
expected deliverables, commenting that priorities were insufficiently precise, not issue-
specific and did not provide guidance to establish where AAFC research needs to be in 
the longer term (e.g. 5-10 years). This lack of clarity and precision on research priorities 
regularly impacts both Science Directors and scientists in their development of research 
proposals. Science Directors need to explain the priorities to the Department’s 
Scientists and Scientists need to develop appropriate research proposals, a key 
function currently challenged by the broad priorities. 
 
In our review of research proposals approved by RBEC, we found no communication 
strategy or documentation detailing the rationale for the allocation of funding across the 
seven research priorities. Table 1 details the total number, percentage of funded 
projects by research priority, the financial resources committed to each priority and the 
percentage of funding per priority, for all three years of the AAFC process.   

 8  



Agriculture and Agri-food Canada  
Evaluation of Research Project Selection Process  
 
 

Table 1 

 Total Number of 
Projects Funded  

in 2006-2007, 2007-
2008 and 2008-2009 

Priority 
Percentage of 
Total Number 

of Projects 
Funded 

Total 
Approved 
Funding   

Percentage 
of Funding  

1. Enhancing human health and wellness 
through food, nutrition and innovative 
products 

27 7.5 % $  5,261,200 7.6% 

2. Enhancing the quality of food and the 
safety of the food system 62 17 % $  9,070,315 13.9% 

3. Enhancing the security and protection 
of the food supply 19 5 % $  3,091,679 4.4% 

4. Enhancing economic benefits for all 
stakeholders 

  
96 26.5 % $ 19,124,575 27.7% 

5. Enhancing environmental performance 
of the Canadian agricultural system 

  
99 27% $ 14,261,367 20.6% 

6. Enhancing understanding of Canadian 
bio-resources and protecting and 
conserving their genetic diversity 

  
13 4.5 % $  7,238,498 10.5% 

7. Developing new opportunities for 
agriculture from bio-resources 

  
45 

 

12.5 % $ 11,103,844 6.1% 

Total 361 100% $ 69,151,478 100% 

We found that priorities four and five (enhancing economic benefits for all stakeholders 
and enhancing environmental performance of the Canadian agricultural system, 
respectively) represented over 50 percent of approved research proposals and 
approximately 49 percent of available funds. 
 
From our analysis and document review, we were unable to determine whether the 
priorities were ranked in terms of precedence. It was not clear whether the 
determination of approved projects was based on the quality of science and/or 
alignment to AAFC priorities (suggesting that there was a lack of quality proposals in 
certain priority areas), or whether there were some other criteria at play in influencing 
resource allocations for funding research across each of the seven priority areas. 
 
Regarding the communication of the priorities, despite Science Directors using 
presentations, town halls, newsletter articles, site visits and one-on-one working 
sessions to reach and engage AAFC Research Branch scientists, our evaluation found 
no evidence of a consistent, integrated Branch-level communications strategy or action 
plan to ensure the clarity and consistency of messaging around science priorities to 
Scientists. 
 
Since the last call for research proposals, research Branch has published the 2009 
Science and Innovation Action Plan (Action Plan).  The Action Plan is meant to provide 
greater clarity and definition for each of the seven science priorities.  It also defines key 
results needed under each of the science priorities over the medium to long-term.  
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At the time of this evaluation, AAFC’s Research Branch was in the process of finalizing 
the Action Plan.  Through our key informant interviews, Science Directors noted that the 
Action Plan is expected to go a long way to providing the specifics that Scientists need 
to support proposal development. The Action Plan was not available to inform the third 
call for research proposals, which was issued in August 2009.  However, it will be 
available to inform the fourth call for Research Proposals, expected to be issued in 
August 2010. 
 
Our evaluation found that though the yearly budget for research funded through the 
Research Project Selection Process is approximately $22 million, the majority of funding 
is allocated in the first year to multi-year projects. Subsequent years have funding equal 
to the residual amount of the $22 million, averaging $4 million per year (see Table 2). 
 

Table 2 
 

  2007-2008 2008-2009 2009-2010 
Approved Projects  
2007-08 

$ 22,117,112 $ 18,100,666 $ 16,004,040 

Approved Projects   
2008-09 

 $  4,138,750 $  3,854,000 

Approved Projects 
2009-10 

  $  4,936,910 

 
Total 

 
$ 22,117,112 

 
$ 22,239,416 

 
$ 24,794,950 

 
 
Scientists require clarity regarding the process for allocating funds by research priority 
to support informed proposal development. Through key informant interviews, Scientists 
noted that this information would assist them in aligning research proposals to the 
available funding. 
 

2.3.2   Components within the Research Project Selection Process 
 
2.3.2.1 Management Committee and Peer Review Panel  

 
Our evaluation noted that the Management Evaluation and the Peer Review 
assessment take place in tandem rather than sequentially. There has been no pre-
screening of research proposals for alignment to Research Branch priorities before 
these are sent to the Peer Review Panel. All proposals are reviewed by both the 
Management Committee and the Peer Review Panel - even ones that are not aligned to 
Research Branch priorities.   
 
Other federal science-based departments and agencies and international organizations 
use varying mechanisms to ensure alignment with priorities.  For example, National 
Defence (CRTI), Environment Canada (Action Plan for Clean Water), Fisheries & 
Oceans (Aquaculture Collaborative Research and Development Program) and Natural 
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Resources Canada (Forest Communities Program) determine eligibility based on the 
review of a preliminary proposal against program / research criteria. If proposals meet 
specific eligibility criteria, proponents are then invited to submit a full proposal for 
review.    NSERC has a variety of programs, some of which do not pre-screen research 
proposals (e.g., Discovery Grant Application Program), and others which do pre-screen 
proposals (e.g., Collaborative Health Research Project, Strategic Project Grants).  CIHR 
runs an “open” competition, for which there are no stated priorities other than 
applicability in the broadest sense, and “targeted” competitions, where the desired field 
of enquiry is specifically stated in the request for applications, and is used to screen 
applications.   
 
By comparison, international organizations such as the USDA (ARS) and USDHH (NIH) 
work closely with stakeholders to establish priorities for research.  In the case of the 
USDA (ARS), intramural research projects are developed collaboratively using a non-
competitive process that involves the formation of teams tasked with developing 
research proposals to address identified problems.  The NERC process includes the 
consideration of risk-reward criteria in prioritizing proposals that offer the highest reward 
with the minimum risk exposure. 
 
 

2.3.2.2 Science Director Role  
 
In documenting the key steps of the Research Project Selection Process, our evaluation 
found that Science Directors are involved in multiple stages in the process.  Evidence 
obtained through key informant interviews suggests that the level of support scientists 
received from Science Directors varied from little to no support, to excellent support.  
Scientists suggested that the Science Directors’ span of control and workload does not 
allow time to participate more fully with each scientist throughout the research proposal 
lifecycle.  Science Directors have responsibilities during proposal development, during 
Management Committee deliberations, RBEC decisions and during the Appeal process. 
At the same time, the involvement of Science Directors in assisting scientists with the 
development of research proposals is a critical factor for success in the Research 
Project Selection Process.  Scientists look to Science Directors for strategic as well as 
tactical guidance on the priorities, proposal requirements and feedback on the 
probability of success of research proposals.  There is a need to clarify the various roles 
of Science Directors throughout the Research Project Selection Process to ensure that 
they are consistently carried out, with the same level of effectiveness. 
 

2.3.3 Documentation to support decision-making   
 
Research Branch has developed and documented criteria to guide the management 
and peer review committees in evaluating research proposals.  As it currently stands 
AAFC’s Management Evaluation Committee looks at the following five main criteria, 
which include up to ten sub-criteria. 
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1. Proposed research is an appropriate role for A-base support for the 
Government of Canada: 
• public good research; 
• no other research provider able to conduct research; 
• long-term or high risk research. 
 

2. Responds to Departmental mandate priorities: 
• crisis, risk or threat to Canada; 
• opportunity for Canada / responds to societal need; 
• supports legislated, regulatory or decision-making functions. 

 
3. Aligns with Departmental science priorities: 

• aligns with science priorities in areas where work is needed 
 
 

4. Builds on Synergies: 
• effectively leverages external capacity strengthening research linkages and 

value chain linkages. 
 

5. High probability of impact for Canada 
• sector competitiveness, sustainability and economic wealth; 
• will open new lines of research / significantly advance knowledge 

(transformative in nature) 
 
Based on our file review and documentation of the process map, Management 
Evaluation criteria are not weighted - each of the five criteria carry equal weight in 
arriving at the overall score.  The rationale for weighting each criterion equally is not 
documented.   
  
By comparison, CIHR and NERC undertake relative weighting of their assessment 
criteria.  For CIHR, the relative weighting of each criterion varies depending on the 
objectives of the funding opportunity, as defined by CIHR.  For NERC, the relative 
weighting of the pre-award assessment criteria depends on the funding category. For 
NSERC (Discovery Grant Application Program), the organization notes that each 
criterion is important and has equal weight when determining the quality category for the 
application.   
 
In terms of scoring, we found that AAFC’s Management Evaluation criteria are 
assessed using a combination of both numerical and alphabetical scoring, and there is 
no formal guidance on how individual letter scores are translated into funding 
recommendations.  By comparison, organizations such as NSERC, USDA (ARS), 
BBSRC, NERC and USDHH (NIH) have documentation detailing their sub-criteria with 
definitions for use. For example, the new scoring system used by NIH is based on a 
nine-point rating scale, and reviewers are guided by documented value statements to 
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support the assessment of proposals against the review criteria and overall impact / 
priority. 
 
The Peer Review Panel assesses research proposals against the following five criteria: 
1) scientific excellence of the scientists; 2) scientific merit, originality and quality of the 
proposal; 3) contribution to innovation and / or public good; 4) feasibility and potential to 
achieve objectives and deliver results; and 5) justification of suggested changes to 
budget.  Unlike the Management Evaluation Committee, the Peer Review Panel has no 
formal scoring system or scheme of value statements to assist reviewers in translating 
observations into recommendations.  By comparison organizations – such as CIHI, 
USDA (ARS), USDHH (NIH), BBSRC and NERC have developed model scoring / value 
statement systems to inform / assist peer review processes. Such an approach 
increases the efficiency of peer review panel discussions, the consistency of 
recommendations over time and the transparency of the decision making process, 
inspiring greater confidence in the project review and selection process.   
 
External reviewers are guided by the same criteria as the Peer Review Panel.  AAFC 
Science Operations and Coordination (the Branch responsible for managing the 
process) assembles all external reviewer assessments and collectively forwards these 
to the appropriate Peer Review Panel for consideration.  In a sample of 30 research 
proposal files examined from Years 1, 2 and 3, two recommendations by the Peer 
Review Panel referenced input from external reviewers.  Through key informant 
interviews, scientists noted confusion in trying to reconcile positive feedback from 
external reviewers with negative feedback from the Peer Review Panel.   
 
Within the current Research Project Selection Process, the approach to providing 
feedback to scientists on their research proposals varies. While all assessments 
reviewed from RBEC reference the criteria for Management and Peer review 
assessments, in some cases feedback is provided in free-form paragraphs while, in 
others, text is presented by individual criterion.  It is an important aspect of procedural 
fairness that all applicants receive feedback relative to the success of the project 
proposal in a standardized format. 
 
Review of documentation from two appeals (case studies included statement of facts in 
the Peer Review Research Proposal Appeal Form, the Appeal Board Report, the letter 
to the principal investigator from the ADM, Research Branch) found the documentation 
of the Appeal Board’s decision to be clear, consistent and presented an appropriate 
appeal decision rationale.  
 

2.3.4 Selection Criteria 
 

2.3.4.1 Hypothesis / Non-Hypothesis Research Proposals 
 
Most scientific research is hypothesis-driven.  That is, it seeks to address a specific, 
measurable, and answerable question.  By comparison, non-hypothesis research is not 
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targeted to address a specific question - however there should be a clearly articulated 
set of goals to provide guidance over the research period. 
 
AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process allocates A-Base funding through a 
competitive process to AAFC researchers for both hypothesis driven and reference / 
non-hypothesis driven research (such as support to the plant gene bank). 
  
Our evaluation examined how non-hypothesis research proposals are evaluated in the 
current process. From Panel Chairs and Science Directors we found that the Peer 
Review panels struggled with reference / non-hypothesis research and how best to 
apply the evaluation criteria to these research proposals, as they are not developed with 
a set expected outcome from the research.  Science Directors reported that it is not the 
best use of the Peer Review panel’s time to examine reference / non-hypothesis 
research against the same criteria as other hypothesis-driven research. Scientists 
observed the competitive framework generally disadvantaged long term research noting 
this research is not something that can stop & start without implications and suggested 
a different framework be established to fund these important research activities.  
 

2.3.4.2 New Scientists 
 
While AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process does not include formal set-asides 
or targeted funding for new Scientists, guidance provided to Peer Review Panel 
members does include provisions for consideration of new researchers. Review of the 
draft 2009-2010 instruction manual for Panel Members clearly states “In the case of 
new scientists, less emphasis is placed on their track record; however, it is important 
that their potential for research be clearly demonstrated in the application.”  We found 
Panel Chairs, in general, followed this guidance; the Peer Review panels gauged where 
the scientist was in his / her career and looked for evidence of contributions to driving 
research, and not just project participation.  
 
Provisions for early career researchers such as set asides or targeted funding are 
acknowledged mechanisms to accelerate the process of transition to a new organization 
and to accelerate the career development of new researchers. Other organizations – 
such as the BBSRC, DND / CRTI and NIH – have established formal initiatives to invest 
in new scientists which are separate from their Peer Review processes. 
 

2.4 Performance 

Our evaluation found that overall AAFC’s research project selection process contributes 
to intelligent decision-making by funding sound science proposals aligned with 
departmental research priorities.  In terms of alignment to priorities, our evaluation 
found that all of the 361 funded research proposals from the three years the process 
has been in place were aligned with AAFC’s broad research priorities (refer to Table 2). 
 
In terms of supporting scientific excellence, the success rates for applicants over the 
three years the Research Project Selection Process has been in place are as follows: 
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- 91.7 percent in 2007-08 (233 out of 254 applicants) 
 
- 55.1 percent in 2008-09 (59 out of 107 applicants) 
 
- 51.5 percent in 2009-10 (69 out of 134) 

 
In the scientific community, success rates are an indicator of performance, and help to 
define performance in the context of science excellence.  In terms of success rates, the 
question of external versus intramural granting organizations is expected to influence 
success rates. 
 
For external granting organizations, such as CIHR and NSERC, costs are largely 
externalized and are borne by the applicants (e.g., time and out-of-pocket costs to 
prepare research proposals and coordinate teams).  NSERC (Strategic Project Grants) 
and CIHR (Operational Grants) have success rates between 25-30 percent.  
 
For intramural granting processes, such as the USDA (ARS) and AAFC’s Research 
Project Selection process, the organization bears a larger proportion of the costs.  In the 
case of AAFC’s Research Branch, the organization bears 100 percent of the costs, as 
well as the indirect costs of research staff that may potentially be idle or underutilized 
between funding cycles.  The aim of the Research Branch is to optimize the level of 
priority-driven research against the outcomes to be achieved.  The ideal is therefore “no 
scientist left behind” and higher success rates than would be the norm for external 
granting organizations in order to maximize overall research productivity. The USDA 
(ARS) achieves the “no scientist left behind” principle by using a non-competitive 
process that involves the formation of teams tasked to develop research proposals to 
address identified problems.   
 
The bottom line is that AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process is an intramural 
application, for the allocation of A-Base resources to indeterminate staff who are 
working on innovative, public good research, and ultimately on knowledge translation 
and transfer to others. 
 
In terms of going forward, it should be noted that while peer review is a pre-requisite to 
ensuring excellence, it represents the front-end of a process of oversight, assistance 
and accountability in which the funding organization and the researchers work together 
during the lifespan of the research project.  Key informant interviews with Science 
Directors and Senior Management reflected a commitment to the continuous 
improvement of the process to meet the ongoing research needs of the organization. 
The operation and ongoing refinement of this tool used to evaluate research proposals 
should carry on so as to successfully help transition the Branch toward aligning the use 
of resources to the research needs of the organization. 
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3.0 Conclusions  
 
AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process compares favourably to processes of 
other similar federal science-based departments and agencies, and international 
organizations.  The Research Project Selection Process provides a two-stage 
assessment of proposals for alignment to priorities and for quality of science.  The 
inclusion of peer review within the process strengthens the design.  While the process is 
built on a solid base, opportunities exist to improve its delivery and implementation. 
 
The Department’s research priorities are broad, and have not been sufficiently 
communicated at all levels throughout the Research Branch, and the process for 
allocating funding across the seven research priorities is not clear. Improved 
communication on the priorities and the process for allocating funding across the seven 
research priorities would enhance the process, and support proposal development. 
 
Pre-screening of proposals for alignment to Research Branch priorities does not 
take place prior to peer review.  A sequential review of research proposals – in which 
only proposals recommended at Management Evaluation Committee are submitted for 
Peer Review assessment – would serve a two fold purpose: first, it would underscore 
the importance of research proposal alignment with national priorities; and second it 
would streamline and increase the efficiency of the process by reducing the workload of 
the Peer Review panels and of External Reviewers.   
 
The various roles of Science Directors throughout the Research Project Selection 
Process should be clarified to ensure that they are consistently carried out, with 
the same level of effectiveness.  Clarifying the various roles of Science Directors 
throughout the process would ensure that they are carried out consistently and 
effectively.   
 
Existing documentation and tools to help assessors at key stages in the 
Research Project Selection Process in making decisions and providing feedback 
to scientists on research proposals are not sufficiently clear.  Enhanced criteria 
definition and documentation for the Management Evaluation Committee, Peer Review 
Panels and External Reviewers would improve the decision making process. In addition, 
it would provide more comprehensive feedback to scientists on how they can strengthen 
and revise their research proposals.   
 
The criteria for selection of research proposals should be reviewed to ensure that 
they do not disadvantage certain types of research (e.g. non-hypothesis) and new 
researchers. The current Research Project Selection Process may disadvantage non-
hypothesis driven research given the lack of guidance on how to apply the current 
criteria used by both the Management Committee and Peer Review Panels in 
evaluating research proposals.  While current guidance provided to Peer Review Panel 
members includes provisions for consideration of new researchers. 
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AAFC’s Research Project Selection process contributes to intelligent decision-
making by funding sound science proposals that are aligned with departmental 
research priorities. Though opportunities exist to improve its delivery and 
implementation, AAFC’s Research Project Selection Process is a good example of a 
comprehensive peer review process that is successfully meeting its objectives, and that 
has a clear rationale and remains relevant to the Department. 
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4.0 Recommendations  
 
1. The Research Branch should develop a detailed communications strategy 

to ensure that the priorities are communicated clearly and consistently at 
all levels throughout the organization, as well as the process for allocating 
funding across the seven research priorities.     

 A more detailed communication strategy would: 

• Provide greater delineation among the priorities resulting in research 
proposals less likely to be able to fall under several priorities; 

• Detail the long term research objectives of the Research Branch; and  

• Assist scientists with proposal development. 
 

Management Response and Action Plan: 
Agreed. Research Branch has developed a 2010 Science and Innovation 
Strategic Action Plan that provides areas of focus for each of the seven science 
priorities.  
 
A Research Branch internal communications strategy has been developed and 
implementation has started in order to better communicate the key results and 
activities under each science priority.  Target Date: Ongoing (Responsibility: 
Science Policy and Planning Directorate) 
 
An Investment Framework providing the distribution of funding to each science 
priority has been developed and will be communicated to staff in preparation for 
the next call for research proposals.  Target Date: July 10, 2010 (Responsibility: 
Science Policy and Planning with participation of all other Directorates) 

 
2. The Research Branch should consider the merits of pre-screening research 

proposals for alignment to priorities. 
Pre-screening research proposals would: 

• Increase the efficiency of the process as proposals not aligned with 
Research Branch Priorities would not be reviewed by the Peer Review 
Panel. 

 
Management Response and Action Plan: 
Agreed. Research Branch management will assess research proposals for 
alignment with priorities prior to assessing them for scientific excellence. The 
documentation for the preparation of research proposals will state that research 
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proposals not meeting these criteria will not be supported.  Target Date: July 10, 
2010 (Responsibility: Science Centres Directorate) 
 

3. The Research Branch should further clarify the various roles of Science 
Directors throughout the Research Project Selection Process, to ensure 
that they are consistently carried out, with the same level of effectiveness. 
Clarification of these roles would ensure that scientists know what to expect from 
Science Directors at key stages throughout the Research Project Selection 
Process. 
 
Management Response and Action Plan: 
Agreed. The role of Science Directors will be clarified in the documentation to 
staff to further clarify roles and responsibilities of management and of scientists.  
Target Date: July 10, 2010 (Responsibility: Science Centres Directorate) 

 
4. The Research Branch should further develop documentation and tools for 

use in assessing research proposals and providing feedback to scientists.   
Detailed guides and tools would: 

• Assist the Management Review Committee, Peer Review Panel and 
External Reviewers in translating observations into recommendations 
and providing more systematic / structured feedback to scientists. 

 
Management Response and Action Plan: 
Agreed. Research Branch will enhance the criteria and scoring system for the 
assessment of research proposals by the peer review panels. This 
documentation will be provided to staff and panel members.  Target Date: 
September 1, 2010 (Responsibility: Science Centres Directorate) 
 
 
Research Branch will put in place processes to improve feedback to scientists. 
This will include guidelines to panel members to enhance reporting to scientists 
on project evaluations.  Target Date: December 1, 2010 (Responsibility: Science 
Centres Directorate) 
 

 
5. The Research Branch should review the selection criteria for the Research 

Project Selection Process to ensure they do not disadvantage non-
hypothesis research proposals or proposals from new scientists. 

A review of the selection criteria would:  
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• Determine whether the current selection criteria are meeting AAFC’s 
objectives when used to evaluate non-hypothesis driven research; and 

• Determine if additional criteria / processes are required to position new 
scientists for success.  

 
Management Response and Action Plan: 
Agreed. Research Branch will review and update the documentation for 
Research Proposal Submission and Evaluation to reinforce current guidelines to 
panel members and chairs when reviewing proposals from new scientists or for 
research that is not hypothesis-driven.  Target Date: September 1, 2010 
(Responsibility: Science Centres Directorate) 
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