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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Background

ERSA’s workshop programme consumes single largest proportion of its resources, and remains
the organisation’s most visible and active programme. The stated objectives of these workshops
are:

1 To establish a platform for both Southern African and international researchers to present and
disseminate findings that are "cutting-edge" amongst researchers and policy makers, and
explore opportunities for further work.

I To disseminate research techniques to as wide and inclusive an audience of Southern African
researchers as possible in a manner that ensures that the South African research community
keeps abreast of international developments and innovations.

1 To stimulate networks of researchers, particularly amongst researchers from less active
research institutions, around clusters and encourage economic research on important
guestions facing the Southern African region.!

The workshop programme is administered through ERSA'’s research groups. There are currently
five core research groups and four nodes (which focus on less-developed economic disciplines).
The core groups are expected to organise two workshops a year and the nodes are required to
organise one.

This purpose of this review is to assess the performance of ERSA’s workshop programme against
the objectives of its establishment, describe and where possible gquantify the outputs from this
programme, compare this programme against similar initiatives elsewhere, and identify potential
areas for improvement or change.

International comparison

In evaluating the purpose and performance of the ERSA workshop programme, it is useful to
consider how it compares to similar but more mature initiatives elsewhere. In this report, we focus
on the Centre for Economic Policy Research (CEPR), which organizes a large number of
‘research’ and ‘networking’ meetings every year; and the Partnership for Economic Policy (PEP),
which has over the past decade established a strong reputation for its careful and thorough
approach to training economic researchers from the South.

Compared to these programmes, the costs of running ERSA workshops (travel, accommodation
and administration) are reasonable, and the efficiency and professionalism of the ERSA Secretariat
in line with that of other networks such as the CEPR. Moreover, the scientific or “programmatic”
aspects of ERSA workshop organization are fully consistent with best practice and with actual
practice in other networks.

1 ERSA (2010) ERSA Annual Report. Available online from here.
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In order to build capacity among individual researchers or institutions, the experience of the
Partnership for Economic Policy (PEP) makes it very clear that one must take this objective very
seriously and to make it the exclusive focus of a workshop, with careful preparation before the
workshop and intensive follow up and mentoring following the workshop. ERSA’s capacity building
efforts are pursued largely through its scholarship, internship and skills development programmes;
and not directly though the workshop programme.

The experience of the Centre for Economic Policy Research (CEPR) shows that research and
networking workshops are not effective means of building and maintaining contact with members
of the policy community, much less with policy-makers themselves. The reasons are clear: policy-
makers are almost always under severe time pressure and lengthy seminars are not an efficient
way of absorbing new developments in research. This is also the general experience of the
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) in the United States: most of their workshops are
aimed squarely at the academic community.

Survey and consultations

Interviews were conducted with most members of the ERSA Board and Academic Committee and
a survey was sent to all workshop participants as well as non-participants on the ERSA mailing list.
The total number of individuals surveyed was just over 1700, from which 239 responses were
received.

Between 2009/10 and 2014/15, ERSA has organised 63 workshops, in seven of the nine provinces
across the country. Participation in ERSA workshops is male dominated, and the majority of
participants are relatively young researchers and academics from established academic
institutions. A significant proportion of participants are not South African. Attendance by
government officials is relatively low — at 13% of respondents and 18% of the ERSA database -
though a significant proportion of these are senior managers.

In general, the survey results and consultations show that the ERSA workshop programme is very
well-administered and has succeeded in establishing an active network of economic researchers,
especially within the five core groups it was originally designed around. Moreover, participants
report that the workshops have aided them in learning new techniques, and to a lesser extent, in
producing and publishing research. In doing so, the workshop programme has certainly contributed
towards the achievement of some of ERSA’s overriding objectives: to create a platform for
economic researchers based in South African universities to collaborate; and training and
supporting young economists.

The vast majority of survey respondents indicate that the workshops are policy relevant, and an
even larger proportion believes that policy dialogue should form an important component of future
workshops. On the other hand, most participants acknowledge that the workshops have not
facilitated collaboration between academics and government, and ERSA data suggests that
government participation is in decline.
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Conclusion and recommendations

Despite the apparent success of the workshop programme in meeting its stated objectives,
insufficient collaboration between academics and policy makers in the workshop programme, and
across ERSA activities more widely, has contributed to an apparent disconnect between the
perceived interests of policy makers and the funders of ERSA, and the perceived interests of its
beneficiaries, largely in academia. These divergent perspectives need to be addressed and better
managed by the ERSA Board. Specifically, it is recommended that the Board consider:

1. Rationalising the number of routine workshops. Reducing the number of routine
workshops to one per group or one per node per year, would seem appropriate, and would
generate significant cost-savings which could then be used to address other ERSA
objectives.

2. Setting clear criteria for additional workshops. The academic committee should be tasked
to develop clear criteria against which any additional workshop proposals should be
assessed. These may include a greater emphasis on collaboration between historically
disadvantaged and established institutions; targeted training and mentorship interventions;
or policy seminars.

3. Encouraging the co-hosting of workshops and partnerships with other institutions. ERSA
should encourage groups to identify opportunities for the co-hosting of workshops with
other institutions. Whereas there should be no requirement that workshops targeting or
involving historically disadvantaged institutions include some form of co-funding; for those
hosted by more established institutions, some form of co-funding may form part of the
selection criteria for any additional workshops.

4. Encouraging increased participation by government and increased attention to policy
issues by academics. ERSA should continue in its efforts to encourage the participation of
government officials in workshops. Having fewer but larger workshops may be more suited
to the needs of government officials. In addition, a regular (annual) policy seminar should
be considered to show-case and reward the best (policy-relevant) research. Furthermore,
by rationalising the workshop programme, ERSA will generate savings which could be
used to develop a more pro-active mechanism to bring academics and policy makers
together to share ideas or work on joint projects. Before doing so, it is important that the
Board (and specifically the funder) provides stronger guidance as to the specific policy
outputs and outcomes that it expects from ERSA.

5. Formalising ERSA institutional and governance arrangements. The previous review
highlighted a number of institutional challenges confronted by ERSA and it is clear from this
review that many of these have yet to be resolved. The recommendations from the earlier
review should be re-evaluated by the Board. With regards to the workshop programme,
ERSA should first look to rationalise the total number of groups and workshops, and should
then revise its rules and procedures to address any changes emanating from this
evaluation.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Economic Research Southern Africa (ERSA) was founded in 2005 in response to two particular
challenges faced by economic researchers in South Africa at this time.? First, the economic
research community was relatively small and there were few opportunities for collaboration
amongst economists across different universities and disciplines. For many disciplines, there were
no dedicated platforms where academics, students and policy makers could meet, network and
potentially collaborate. Second, during Apartheid, the South African economic research community
was isolated from the international economic community and the country’s research capacity and
interests had become relatively narrow. Moreover, the country’s geographic distance from leading
world universities made collaboration with international economists costly and difficult.

ERSA was therefore established with the following objectives:

1. Develop and deepen economic research capacity in Southern Africa by:
a. creating a platform for economic researchers based in South African universities to
collaborate, and
b. training and supporting young economists.
2. Manage a research programme focussed on growth, employment and increased economic
participation.
3. Encourage and incentivise a broad and representative group of South African economists to:
a. conduct policy-oriented economic research and,;
b. encourage independent and expert research.?

The organisation employs various mechanisms to achieve these aims, and is fully funded by the
National Treasury. The Board oversees the content and quality of programming and consists of
representatives of Government, Academia and the Private Sector.

One means through which ERSA seeks to achieve the above objectives is through an extensive
workshop programme. The purpose of these workshops, as defined by ERSA, is as follows:

1 ‘Research workshops’ — to disseminate and discuss ‘cutting-edge’ findings from South African
or international economists.

1 ‘Training workshops’ — to present new techniques to South African researchers and keep them
informed of international innovations in economics.

T ‘Networking workshops’ — to bring new and young economists together, from a wide range of
institutions, and to expose them to leading national and international researchers. #

2 ERSA (2010) ERSA Annual Report. Avalaible online here.
3 ERSA (2014) About ERSA. Available online here
4 ERSA (2010) ERSA Annual Report. Avalaible online here.
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Since its inception, ERSA has supported 5 to 15 workshops each year covering a wide range of
topics and techniques. These workshops absorb a significant proportion of the ERSA budget and
effort and are attended by a large number of participants and institutions. Whereas the intention of
these workshops and the expected benefits are clearly defined; ERSA itself is unable to assess the
extent to which all of these benefits are being realised in practice.

For this reason, the ERSA Board has commissioned an independent review of ERSA’s workshop
programme(this is the second evaluation commissioned by ERSA, following an institutional
evaluation completed in 2009). This review provides an opportunity for ERSA, the National
Treasury and the ERSA Board to:

T Assess the performance of ERSA’s workshop programme against the objectives of its
establishment.

9 Describe and where possible quantify the outputs from this programme.

1 Compare this programme against similar initiatives elsewhere.

1 Identify potential areas for improvement or change.

This evaluation report is structured as follows: Section 1 introduces the context for the evaluation.
Section 2 outlines the key research questions and the methodology for this evaluation. Section 3
provides an overview of ERSA’s workshop programme while Section Error! Reference source
ot found. compares it to similar programmes elsewhere. Sections 5 and 6 assess the extent to
which the workshops are implemented effectively and produce the desired outcomes. The
recommendations and conclusions are contained in section 7.

2 METHODOLOGY

Evaluations are generally guided by an evaluation framework which outlines the specific
information to be collected from specific stakeholders, and how. The evaluation framework for this
study is based on a set of evaluation questions agreed to with ERSA, and described in Table 1.

Table 1: Evaluation questions

Evaluation Questions (EQ) ‘ Sub Evaluation Questions (SEQ)

1 How effective is the current executive / governance

system?

What are its key strengths and weaknesses?

How cost-efficient has ERSA been in meeting its

workshop programme objectives?

1 How does the ERSA workshop programme
compare to similar international research
organizations?

1 What, if anything, can be said about the quality of
ERSA workshops and their contribution to the
quality of economic research in South Africa?

1  Who have been the main beneficiaries of ERSA
workshops; and how has this knowledge been
used?

1  What new or ‘international’ knowledge and skills
has ERSA brought to the South African economic
community; and is this important?

EQ1: How well has the ERSA institutional structure T
for managing and implementing the workshop T
programme worked?

EQ2: To what extent have expected outputs from
the workshop programme been achieved?

7
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Evaluation Questions (EQ) ‘ Sub Evaluation Questions (SEQ)

1 Towhat extent has the ERSA workshop
programme contributed to policy dialogue and

decisions?
1 Isthe existing ERSA workshop programme
EQ3: What changes are required for ERSA to relevant and appropriate?
achieve its objectives, particularly in relation to its 1 What additional areas of work, or activities, should
workshop programme? be addressed through the workshop programme?

1 What additional resources are required, if any?

Source: DNA Economics

This evaluation was carried out in three stages. In the first stage, the evaluation team met with the
Executive Director: ERSA to discuss the scope and purpose of the evaluation and agree on the
methodological approach. The second stage of the evaluation centred on gathering information
and data. Specifically, the evaluation team reviewed documents (including the annual reports,
participant lists and workshop reports) and developed an online survey that was sent to all persons
registered on ERSA’s mailing list.

The survey was sent to all workshop participants as well as non-participants on the ERSA mailing
list. The latter group was included to obtain insights into possible barriers to participation and
reasons for non-attendance. As shown in Table 2, the total number of individuals surveyed was just
over 1700, from which 239 responses were received. Of these 239 responses, 188 had attended
an ERSA workshop in the last 5 years. These 188 respondents proceeded with the main survey.
The actual sample realised is therefore close to 15%.

Table 2: Survey responses

Description ‘ Response

No of respondents contacted 1701
No of failed delivery receipts 101
Total number of respondents 239
188 workshop participants
Breakdown of respondents 51 non-participants

Source: DNA Economics

The third and final stage concludes this evaluation with the submission of the report to the ERSA
board. Once comments are received, the evaluation report will be revised and a final report
disseminated to the Board and Academic Committee.

3 BACKGROUND

31 Overvi ew of ERSA’'sS progr amme

Although this evaluation focuses on the workshop programme, ERSA pursues a number of
programmes specifically designed to stimulate economic research activity in South Africa. These
programmes are interlinked and often the effectiveness of one may be influenced by another.
Therefore, it is useful to understand the range of programmes administered by ERSA, and how
they are linked to the workshop programme.

<
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In 2014, ERSA and the National Treasury designed a joint fellowship programme, partly in
response to the need for more policy relevant economic research. This programme aims to support
economic research capacity within a specific discipline, and current research fellows specialise in
economic history, political economy and financial economics. Although quite distinct from the
workshop programme, it is worth noting that two research fellows are convenors of the nodal
groups.® The nodes re-enforce the fellowship programme by creating a platform with a dedicated
stream of funding to promote economic research, discourse and collaboration in the discipline.

ERSA also runs a working paper and policy paper series. This programme encourages
researchers to produce rigorous economic research by providing them with a platform and
incentive for their papers to be peer-reviewed and published. Economic researchers submit their
papers online after which they are evaluated by the Director and Deputy Directors of ERSA along
with two or three associates from the relevant research group. If the paper is accepted, it is
published in the working paper series and the researcher is encouraged to submit for external
publication in an academic journal.

The financial reward for publication depends on the ISl rating of the journal in which it is eventually
published. Over the years, a number of ERSA working papers have emerged and been refined
through the workshop programme. In this way, the workshop programme has served to guide
economic researchers on topics and methodologies. An example of this is the recent proliferation
of papers using Dynamic Stochastic General Equilibrium techniques, which were introduced to
many researchers through the workshop programme.® The workshops are also an important
opportunity for researchers to receive comment from academics and convenors in the preparation
of their working paper, and increases the likelihood that their paper will eventually be accepted and
published.

The academic visitorship programme seeks to increase the interaction and collaboration
between South African economic researchers and international scholars. It is the workshop
programme that identifies, selects and funds the costs associated with brining these international
experts to South Africa. ERSA has also facilitated skills development workshops to enable these
experts to share their expertise with a wider number of beneficiaries.

In addition to these programmes, ERSA offers scholarships to postgraduate students and prizes
for those who excel in studies.

3.2 The workshop programme

ERSA’s workshop programme consumes single largest proportion of its resources, and remains
the organisation’s most visible and active programme. ERSA’s annual reports identify three
important objectives for these workshops. These are:

5 ERSA (2014) ERSA Annual Report. Cape Town, South Africa. Available online from here.
6 Interviews with convenors and academic committee members
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1 To establish a platform for both Southern African and international researchers to present and
disseminate findings that are "cutting-edge" amongst researchers and policy makers, and
explore opportunities for further work.

1 To disseminate research techniques to as wide and inclusive an audience of Southern African
researchers as possible in a manner that ensures that the South African research community
keeps abreast of international developments and innovations.

I To stimulate networks of researchers, particularly amongst researchers from less active
research institutions, around clusters and encourage economic research on important
questions facing the Southern African region.’

In essence, ERSA identifies three types of workshops: ‘research’, ‘training’ and ‘networking’. There
are trade-offs between each of these objectives and types of workshops. Pursuing frontier
developments and cutting edge research is more likely to be attractive to researchers with a strong
background in economics and good quantitative skills from historically well-resourced universities.
There are likely to be fewer economic researchers from historically disadvantaged universities that
are able to engage in these types of workshops. In the same way, a focus on new techniques and
international expertise, is more likely to encourage collaboration between established researchers
and universities, rather than to support capacity development amongst historically disadvantaged
ones.

The workshop programme is administered through ERSA’s research groups. There are currently
five core research groups. These are:

Macroeconomics and Economic Growth
Microeconomics, Labour and Inequality
Trade and Industrial Organisation
Economic History

Public Economics®

= =4 —a -—a -8

During 2013/14, four nodal areas were established. These focused on relatively nascent disciplines
within the economic landscape in South Africa. The nodes cover the following disciplines:

Financial Economics
Theory
Econometrics
Political Economy?®

=a =4 -4 -

In terms of ERSA’s policy and procedures manual, the core groups are expected to organise two
workshops a year and are allocated a budget of R400 000. The nodes are required to organise one

7 ERSA (2010) ERSA Annual Report. Available online from here.
8 ERSA (2014) ERSA Annual Report. Cape Town, South Africa. Available online from here.
9 ERSA (2014) ERSA Annual Report. Cape Town, South Africa. Available online from here.
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workshop per year with a budget of R200 000.2° The budget allocated by ERSA is intended to
cover the travel and accommodation costs of participants and presenters, an honorarium, the cost
of the conference package and sundry expenses.

Proposals for workshops must be approved by ERSA’s Academic Committee and can be put
forward by any South African based economist or economic research related institution. However,
in general, it is the convenor of each of the areas that develops and organises most workshops.

After each of these workshops, the convenor is required to complete a report that is published in
the ERSA Annual Report. This report comprises a short introduction and the context and content
of the workshop, a description of the attendees by institution and other demographic data, and a
breakdown of expenses and the results from a satisfaction survey conducted at the close of each
workshop. Not all reports over the period under review provide all of this detail.

4 CEPR AND PEP: TWO INTERNATIONAL COMPARATORS

In evaluating the purpose and performance of the ERSA workshop programme; it is useful to
consider how it compares to similar but more mature initiatives elsewhere. But first, it is important
to understand what networks can and cannot do, and what is needed to make them function
effectively. Mendizibal (2006) suggests that research networks fulfil six generic functions:

i) Filter: 'Decide' what information or what researchers are worth paying attention to in order
to organise unmanageable amounts of information (e.g. through the selection of the
researchers who are in the network or what pieces of research the network chooses to
disseminate)

i) Amplify: Help take little known or little understood ideas and make them more widely
understood (through newsletters, website, talks and presentations)

i) Invest/provide: Offer a means to give members the resources they need to carry out their
main activities (e.g. training courses or research grants)

iv) Convene: Bring together different people or groups of people (e.g. getting policymakers
and researchers in the same room and talking to each other)

v) Community building: Promote and sustain the values and standards of the individuals or
organisations within them (e.g. the importance of scientific quality in research, the
importance of researchers spending their time doing research)

vi) Facilitate: Help members carry out their activities more effectively (e.g. organizing
workshops and conferences, resource mobilization)

In principle, these functions can be carried out by networks of individuals and/or of institutions.
There are, of course, many research networks in economics. The best known are the networks of
individual researchers. The oldest is the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), but other
large and active networks include the Centre for Economic Policy Research (CEPR), the African
Economic Research Consortium (AERC), the Economic Research Forum (ERF) based in Cairo,
CESIfo in Munich, and IZA in Bonn.

10 ERSA n.d ERSA Workshop Policies and Procedures. Cape Town, South Africa.
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In this section, we focus first on the Centre for Economic Policy Research (CEPR), which
organizes a large number of ‘research’ and ‘networking’ meetings every year. We follow this with a
discussion of the Partnership for Economic Policy (PEP), which has over the past decade
established a strong reputation for its careful and thorough approach to training economic
researchers from the South.

4.1 The Centre for Economic Policy Research

In order to understand the role played by workshops in CEPR, it is worth noting its overall range of
activities (which is similar to that of the NBER). CEPR:

i) Formally appoints and disappoints researchers to its network (over 850 researchers)

ii) Organizes these researchers into eight Programme Areas (corresponding to fields or sub-
fields in the discipline). Each Programme Area has one or more programme directors (a
senior researcher responsible for academic quality control and academic entrepreneurship)

i) Publishes a working paper series (over 750 papers per year)

iv) Publishes VoxEU.org, a popular economic policy portal (actually, the most popular in the
world)

V) Issues a range of 100-page reports and e-books, mainly on policy related topics

Vi) Publishes no traditional books

vii) Organizes a "summer symposium" for each of its Programme Areas to which researchers
in the programme are invited.
viii) Organizes 50 to 75 research workshop and conferences a year

iX) Finds funding for and administers research grants for its researchers. Almost all of these
grants involve multiple researchers from multiple countries.

X) Played an important role in EU-funded PhD networks in the past, but no longer does so,
and is not involved in training at all.

Xi) CEPR operates with no endowment, an annual budget of about £2M per year and
approximately 16 staff.

CEPR (and NBER) have a particular "organizational dynamic", which is important to understand.
The hub of each of these networks provides a set of services to researchers (publications,
meetings organization, proposal writing and grant administration), and in return the researchers
agree to the hub recovering some of research income in order to finance these services. In this
way they are in some sense "producer cooperatives”, in which individual researchers join forces
through the hub to achieve outcomes that would be difficult or impossible for them to achieve on
their own.

CEPR has organized over 1500 research meetings since its inception in 1983 and currently
organizes about 60 such meetings annually. Almost all of these workshops and conferences fall
within the first and third categories identified by ERSA: i.e. ‘research’ and ‘networking’. In practice it
is difficult to distinguish between the two types: most CEPR (and NBER) workshops feature
presentations of cutting edge research as well as offering networking opportunities to help create
and sustain research communities in particular fields. So it seems simpler to regard research and
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networking as distinct objectives rather than distinct types of workshops and we do so in what
follows below.

In practice, it is useful to distinguish between CEPR’s summer symposia and its other research
meetings. As noted above, CEPR organizes a summer symposium for each of its Programme
Areas to which researchers in the programme are invited. Although these symposia are large, and
take place over 2 to 5 days (depending on the programme area), most Programmes (e.g.
International Macroeconomics) are too large to allow all their researchers to attend every
symposium, and so places are rationed. In addition, some places are reserved for promising
younger researchers who are emerging from their PhDs and are not yet part of the CEPR network:
this is a way of assessing potential recruits to the network before they are considered for
appointment.

In some Programme Areas, for example in Finance and in International Macroeconomics, the
symposia are hosted by central banks in Europe. In fact the International Macroeconomics
symposia have been hosted alternately by the Banco de Espana and another central bank since
1990. The Finance Symposia have been hosted by the Swiss National Bank at its study centre in
Gerzensee since 1992. In each case a researcher from the host central bank plays an important
role as a member of the scientific or programme committee for the symposium, but in practice, only
a few research staff from the central bank attend the sessions at the symposium and almost none
are present for the entire symposium. The reason is very simple: they are busy with too many other
tasks to spend an entire working week listening to presentations of research papers. Central banks,
are typically content to sponsor the symposia as a sort of public good provision, but there is
occasionally pressure to deliver some policy relevance. In practice this is often satisfied by bringing
two or three senior researchers participating in the symposium to the central bank to discuss a
specific issue of interest with the governor and senior staff of the bank. In practice, such a quid pro
quo is usually sufficient.

CEPR organizes a large number of other research meetings as well: between 50 and 75 research
workshop and conferences a year. These originate in both ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ ways:

)} on the initiative of CEPR’s academic leadership (the Director, the Research Director or one
or more Programme Directors);

ii) as part of a funded research project administered by CEPR, either to plan the project,
discuss interim research results or present final research results to stakeholders and / or
funders;

iif) as part of a funded research project led by a Research Fellow and administered by their
university. For this type of workshop, the Research Fellow approaches CEPR with a
proposal for an event, which is discussed and must be approved by the Centre’s Director,
Research Director or Programme Director(s); and.

iv) as part of a research initiative led by a Research Fellow. For this type of workshop the
Research Fellow also approaches CEPR with a proposal which must be approved by the
Centre’s academic leadership, after which the event becomes a joint or collaborative event
between CEPR and the Fellow’s university.
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Funding arrangements for these meetings differ according to the type of meeting. For a type i
meeting, which is held at CEPR’s initiative, the Centre bears the costs from its core funds (unless a
sponsor can be found). For a type ii meeting, the costs are usually met by the funded project. For a
type iii meeting, the research project led by the Research Fellow typically meets the cost of the
event. In terms of the administrative costs, in some cases CEPR charges a fee for administering a
type iii event, typically when the Fellow's project budget allows this; in other cases CEPR
contributes its staff time to organize the event as its contribution to the event. For a type iv meeting,
the arrangements are usually different again: with such events, typically the costs are shared
between CEPR and the Fellows university, with the university hosting the event and meeting the
“local” costs (meals and accommodation), and CEPR meeting the travel costs. This is also the
formula used for the Centre’s symposia, which are typically hosted by a central bank, government
department or university: CEPR meets the travel costs and the host meets the local costs. In
practice travel and local costs are about the same, and so this results in a 50:50 split of the total
COSts.

In each case there is a clear “scientist in charge”, a call for papers distributed within the CEPR
network (and beyond) and a scientific or programme committee responsible for setting the
programme. For type i events the scientist in charge is one of the CEPR academic leadership, or a
Research Fellow they designate. For type ii events the leader of the funded project is typically the
scientist in charge (for such events a call and a scientific committee are often not necessary, since
the papers and authors are already determined by the project’s work plan). For type iii and type iv
events the Research Fellow who approached CEPR with a proposal is the scientist in charge, and
CEPR proposes its Research Fellows as members of the scientific committee.

The Centre has a dedicated Events Team which is responsible for the logistics and administration
of these events. There are two full-time members of the Team. With 50 events a year, each is
responsible for 25 events, or about one every two weeks. By comparison, ERSA has two full-time
and one part-time administrative staff members, organising around 15 workshops a year. But these
staff also responsible for the ERSA publications programme, its finances and oversee the general
activities of the organization.

4.2 The Partnership for Economic Policy

The Partnership for Economic Policy (PEP), on the other hand, focuses on workshops whose aim
is training and capacity building, instead of research and networking. An examination of how PEP
organizes these events may provide some ideas as to what more ERSA might do to achieve more
in terms of building economic capacity in South Africa through the workshop programme (though it
is important to recognise that ERSA does also operate a scholarship, skills development
programme and internship initiative, all of which are more directly focused on capacity building).

PEP was launched in 2002 as “The Poverty and Economic Policy” research network as a joint
initiative of the Angelo King Institute in the Philippines and Université Laval in Canada (the first
“PEP partner institutions”), with funding from the International Development Research Center
(IDRC). PEP’s origins go back even further, to MIMAP, an IDRC program launched in 1990 to
examine the micro impacts of macroeconomics and adjustment policies. Since 2002 PEP has
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expanded by adding additional partner institutions: CRES (based in Dakar) and GRADE (based in
Lima), as well as over 9000 registered network members and activities in nearly 50 different
countries.

PEP’s initial goal was to “build the capacity and expertise of local researchers in developing
countries in the application of cutting-edge methodologies for the analysis of policy issues related to
poverty, and social and economic development in their home countries.” In order to do this, PEP
pioneered an innovative and effective approach to building research capacity based on a very
distinctive “learning by doing” approach. The ultimate objective was to build an international
network of researchers based in developing countries with the expertise and reputation to
contribute to national and international academic and policy debates around key development
issues in the South.

By 2014 PEP had helped to build the scientific expertise of nearly 680 developing country
researchers through the support of 212 projects in 56 countries. Of the researchers receiving
grants, 44% are women, and approximately 30% are less than 30 years of age at the time of
project selection. DFID and IDRC support PEP’s largest current program, Policy Analysis for
Growth and Employment (PAGE), which was launched in 2012. PAGE supports a series of locally-
led analyses of inclusive growth and employment in developing countries. In addition to capacity
building, PAGE aims to apply cutting-edge methodologies fill current evidence gaps on growth and
employment.

PEP has not only built capacity but also enlarged the evidence base for policy, with the publication
of 305 working papers and 119 policy briefs. About 48% of PEP-supported studies have been
published in peer-reviewed scientific journals.

In 2013 PEP changed its name to the Partnership for Economic Policy to reflect its evolution into a
fully global partnership of institutions and researchers. At the same time PEP also initiated a series
of fundamental changes in its structure. It acquired a new legal status as a non-profit international
organization legally registered in the USA and recognized as a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organization
with public charity status under Sec. 509(a)(1) of the US Internal Revenue Code. In 2014 PEP built
on this new formal status by signing a comprehensive host-country agreement with the
Government of Kenya that gives PEP full-fledged international status with certain diplomatic and
tax-exemption privileges.

PEP’s is best known for its innovative and highly effective approach to training and capacity
building. This is based around learning by doing and a competitive research grants process and
represents an evolution and improvement on the process pioneered by AERC in the 1980s and
1990s. As implemented in the PAGE Project, the PEP approach involves ten stages:

i) A long-list of proposals is created after the call for proposals.

ii) The long-list is then subject to a round of comments and feedback.

iif) A short-list of proposals is produced.

iv) The short-list is again subject to a round of comments, then asked to revise again before

presentation at a PEP meeting. During the PEP meeting, the proposals benefit from further
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comments from evaluators and peers. Following this process, the final selection of
proposals is made.

V) The awarded projects are then assigned a mentor who begins the process of engagement
and further improvements in the quality of the research as it matures from a proposal to a
paper with the mentor’s agreement.

Vi) A mid-term report is the first key deliverable stage for the country projects, which is
evaluated by the assigned mentor.

vii) A successful mid-term report results in the mid-term study visit, which is another threshold
in terms of providing an opportunity for further improvements in the quality of the research.

viii) The paper is then ready to be presented at the PEP-PAGE multi-country workshops.

iX) Revisions are then required following the PEP-PAGE multi-country workshops. The paper
is published as a final research report.

X) A final round of revisions, including two external peer reviews results in the production of a
PEP-PAGE working paper.

Xi) The selection and review process under the PAGE call for proposals involves a multiple of

inter-linked and cumulative steps — which serve to gradually nudge the research along the
quality continuum. In addition, each stage of this process is ostensibly carefully shadow
priced, to ensure that incentives are linked closely to specific outputs.

The stages are designed to ensure incremental but steady increases in the quality of the research
over the lifetime of the project through frequent peer review and sustained mentoring, coupled to a
system of staged payments of the research funding. As a recent review of PAGE concluded: “It is
difficult to think of many other global research funding programmes that not only explicitly try and
target low income countries, but also then try and ensure that there is a rigorous and responsible
process of managing the quality of the work produced by the various recipients.”

PEP now offers its researchers training and mentoring in a much broader range of cutting-edge
methodologies, including macro-micro modelling and simulation techniques, multidimensional
poverty and distributional analysis, community-based monitoring systems, and experimental and
non-experimental impact evaluations. The development of these tools and techniques has been
stimulated by their application in the projects supported by PEP, as well as through innovations
introduced by PEP’s teams of international experts.

PEP has been very successful in building research capacity in very unpromising environments,
including fragile and conflict affected stages. The environments where capacity needs to be built in
South Africa are of course challenging, but no more so than some of the countries in which PEP
operates. If ERSA wished to use the workshop programme to expand its existing capacity building
activities among historically disadvantaged individuals, then consideration should be given to
adopting or adapting the PEP approach, which has been successful in even more challenging
environments.

5 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE WORKSHOP PROGRAMME

Most of the data analysed in the following two sections is derived from the on-line survey. In places,
it is complemented by actual data from ERSA’s own reporting; and from qualitative inputs received
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through interviews with the Board, ERSA staff, Academic Committee members and the workshop
conveners.

5.1 Distribution and spread of workshops

5.1.1 Number and frequency

Using information from ERSA’s records, Figure 1 shows that the number of workshops per year
increased steadily between 2006/07 and 2009/10 but thereafter declined. There were relatively few
workshops in 2010/11, 2011/12, with just 7 workshops held in 2012/13. This implies that not all of
the core groups were able to hold 2 workshops a year between 2010/11 and 2012/13. The
increase in the number of workshops post 2013/14 is driven mainly by the activity of the nodes.

In terms of attendance, workshops vary widely. At a public economics workshop in 2012, there
were 70 attendees, compared to a political economy workshop in 2014, where there were only six.
On average however, there have been just over 30 attendees per ERSA workshop since 2006.

Figure 1. Number of workshops per year
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Source: ERSA'’s workshop programme records

When disaggregated further, the most active core groups are macroeconomics and economic
growth and public economics, closely followed by economic history and trade and industrial
organisation (see Table 3). Various factors influence the number of workshops held by groups. For
instance, the macroeconomics and economic growth group has close links with the South African
Reserve Bank (SARB). Workshops have been co-hosted with the SARB and are generally well
attended.

Interviews suggest that one of the positive outcomes of the ERSA workshop programme was to
encourage research activity in economic history. The convenor for the economic history group
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works closely with a group of fellow academics to identify topics and presenters.'! Over the years,
the group has been able to establish a network of researchers interested in economic history, who
are regular attendees at ERSA’s workshops. Trade and industrial organisation is a relatively well
established field in South Africa, and is mostly attended by academics.*?

The public economics core group is attended by both academics and policy makers.'® Public
economics is a relatively large in scope and consist of various sub disciplines, but the workshop
topics tend to coalesce around tax policy, health economics and general public economics. More
recently, the group has tried to introduce topics that are directly relevant to policy makers by
hosting workshops around economic regulation.#

The microeconomics, labour and inequality group has organised much fewer workshops, with just
one workshop held over the last 5 years. Part of the reason for this is that there are competing
platforms where research on labour and inequality can be presented. As interviewees noted,
mechanisms such as the Econ3X3 offers researchers a space to disseminate their research and
debate topical figures. It is supported by SALDRU and funded by the National Treasury.t®

The node groups have been recently established, but have nonetheless managed to host, and in
some instances co-host workshops. Political economy for instance has co-hosted workshops with
public economics. Other groups, such as financial economics, have invited international scholars,
and have worked with the SARB and Wits Business School to organise one large ‘flagship’
workshop in the 2014/15 financial year.*®

Table 3: Number of workshops by group (2006/07 - 2014/15)

2006/2‘ 2007/2 2008/2 | 2009/2 2010/2 | 2011/2 2012/2 2013/2 2014/2 Tot

Working Group ‘

007 008 009 010 011 012 013 014 015 al
Econometrics* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2
Economic history 0 1 1 2 3 1 3 1 2 14
Economic theory* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1
Financial economics* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 2
o | 2 | 2 | 2| s |2 1]|w
Mieroeconomics,abour |3 | 3 | 4 | 1 | o | o | o | o | 1 |w
Political economy* 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 3
Public economics 0 2 0 3 1 4 1 4 0 15
Skills Development 0 0 1 1 1 0 1 1 2 7
Special 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0
;rggﬁis:t?oir?d“sma' 0 0 4 3 1 2 1 2 1 |14

11 Interviews with convenors and academic committee

12 Interviews with convenors

13 Interviews with convenors and Board

14 Interviews with convenors and review of workshop agenda

15 Group discussion with convenors, Econ3X3 (2015). About Econ3X3. Available online here.
16 ERSA (2014) Announcement: Financial Economics Workshop. Cape Town, South Africa.
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2006/2 | 2007/2 2008/2 2009/2 2010/2 | 2011/2 2012/2 2013/2 2014/2 Tot
007 008 009 010 011 012 013 014 015 al

Grand Total 5 8 12 15 8 8 7 12 13 88

Working Group

*Node working groups

Source: ERSA’s workshop programme records

5.1.2 Location and accessibility of workshops

ERSA encourages convenors to organise workshops across all provinces to promote access and
participation by all universities, especially historically disadvantaged ones. Figure 2 shows the
geographic spread of the workshops between 2006 and 2014. The majority of workshops are held
in the Western Cape and Gauteng. Whereas the reasons for hosting these workshops in the main
academic and urban centres of South Africa is understandable, it is of concern that so little
progress has been made in diversifying the reach of ERSA activities. Interviews with ERSA’s
administrators suggest indicate that efforts to host workshops outside of these centres increases
the cost of travel, and limits the number of participants who can be funded.t’

Figure 2: Provincial spread of ERSA workshops (2006/07 — 2014/15)
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Source: ERSA’s workshop programme records

5.2 Participation in the workshops

5.2.1 Participation by gender

Attendance at workshops is male dominated. While attendance over the years has fluctuated, the
ratio of males to females has remained relatively constant. Except for 2010/2011, male attendance
at the workshops was more than double that of females. The survey confirms this finding and
reveals that about 72% of all respondents who had participated in the workshop were male.

17 Interviews with ERSA’s administrators
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Figure 3: Workshop gender distribution
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Source: DNA calculations based on ERSA workshop records

5.2.2 Participation by race
Based on the survey results, 47% of South African citizens who attend ERSA workshops are from

historically disadvantaged groups'® and 50% of participants are white.

Figure 4: HDI Status
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n=121)

18 Includes Black African, Indian and Coloured South Africans.
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When broken down further by institution, Figure 5 indicates that within government, 60% of
participants are HDI, and 40% white. Among students and academics, the relative participation of
HDIs is somewhat lower.

Figure 5: Cross tabulation of HDI status by institution, 2015

70%
60%
@
2  50%
2
m 40%
s
= 30%
S
T 20%
o
10%
0% : "
Government Students Academics Private
mBlack 40% 41% 40% 25%
mWhite 40% 56% 53% 63%
H|ndian 15% 3% 4% 13%
EColoured 5% 0% 4% 0%

Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n=121)

5.2.3 Participation by citizenship

According to the survey, almost half of all participants are not South African citizens. There is
notably a high proportion of academic staff and PhD enrolments from outside of South Africa.
Thus although almost all ERSA activities take place within South Africa, it is clearly fuffilling a wider
(and largely regional) mandate.
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Figure 6: Citizenship distribution
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n=185)

5.2.4 Participation by institution

Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of respondents (77%) are academics and students. The majority
of students reported that they were registered for a PhD. Amongst academics, there appears to be
a good balance between less and more experienced participants. Approximately 40% of academic
participants were lecturers and just under 40% of respondents from academia were associate
professors or professors. Around 13% of the respondents reported that they were from
government. Of this group, around half are at reasonably senior level (Director or above). ERSA’s
own data, which is based on all participants (as opposed to survey respondents), indicates that
overall Government participation is higher, at around 18% from 2010 to 2014 (but also that it has
declined in percentage terms over time).
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Figure 7: Participants by institution

Private
sector
10%

Student
30%

Government
13%

Academics
A7%

Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n=184)

Looking at the participation in ERSA workshops by South Africa’s 22 universities, UCT,
Stellenbosch, Pretoria and Wits account for more than 50% of the total number of participants.
Despite the strong showing by the University of Fort Hare, individuals from the 11 historically
disadvantaged universities made-up just 14% of the total participants.

Figure 8: Participants by university — 2008 to 2015
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5.2.5 Participation by age cohort

The average ERSA workshop participant is relatively young. About 42% of respondents reported
that they are in the 25 — 34 age cohort, with just 18 percent older than 45 years. One interviewee
suggested that the presence of experienced researchers at these workshops has been a key result
for ERSA, and benefits young researchers and PhD students.

Figure 9: Age distribution of respondents to survey

45%
40%

35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
1 .
0%

<18 18- 24 25- 34 35-44 45- 54

Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n=185)

5.2.6 Participation by highest qualification achieved

Figure 10 summarises the responses, by institution, and according to qualification. Most attendees
held either a postgraduate or doctorate qualification. The academic group was significantly skewed
towards doctorates while students skewed towards postgraduate degrees. Government had the
second highest doctorate presence among the four groups. Although the sample of government
respondents is relatively small, this finding may reflect some form of selection bias; in that highly
qualified government officials and policy makers seem more likely to select themselves into the
ERSA programme.
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Figure 10: Cross tabulation of qualifications against institution
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5.2.7 Repeat and unique attendance

An important issue raised by interviewees relates to the number of repeat participants at ERSA
workshops. Two views were offered by interviewees. The first view was that certain groups had
large numbers of repeat participants. For these groups, the objective of establishing a network of
scholars and fostering collaboration within a discipline has largely been achieved. For some
interviewees, this raised questions around whether these groups should continue to operate in the
same way. Moreover, as the number of workshop participants is capped at a maximum of 30
(unless it is a joint workshop), it is possible that a high ratio of repeat participants becomes a barrier
to entry for emerging researchers.

The second view is that participation fluctuates significantly between workshops, and that certain
groups have struggled to develop a core group of repeat participants. Without a core group of
participants, convenors find it difficult to secure presenters and particularly discussants for papers.

We have tested these two perspectives by calculating the ratio of unique participants relative to
overall attendance by each of the working groups. Table 4 was compiled from the attendance
registers from each of the workshops held over the last three years. A ratio of one indicates that
each workshop attendance is comprised of an entirely new group of attendees. Thus in the period
under review, the Econometrics group only held one workshop, and therefore it shows a ratio of
one.

The results reveal that repeat attendance is highest amongst the economic history,
microeconomics and public economics core groups. This suggests that a core group of participants
attend these groups regularly, though the ratio is still relatively high, indicating that there is also a
regular churn of new entrants. Interestingly, within the macroeconomics and trade core groups,

7
\ DNA Economics

20



Evaluation of the workshop programme
ERSA

attendance fluctuates significantly. The nodes have only held a couple of workshops and therefore
the high levels of unique attendance in some nodes is simply an indication of their recent
establishment.

Table 4: Repeat attendance at workshops

2012/13 - 2014/15 |

Working group Number of Sum of Unique Ratio
workshops headcount attendees
a b b/a

Economic History 8 204 132 0.65
Microeconomics, Labour and Inequality 2 44 31 0.70
Public Economics 5 220 158 0.72
Economic Theory 2 29 24 0.83
Financial Economics 4 126 112 0.89
Macroeconomics and Economic Growth 4 106 95 0.90
Political Economy 2 61 57 0.93
Trade and Industrial Organisation 3 75 73 0.97
Econometrics 1 22 22 1.00

Source: DNA calculations based on ERSA workshop records
Note: Core groups in bold

5.2.8 Reason for not participating in ERSA workshops

Aside from the 188 respondents that did attend a workshop in the last 5 years, 51 said they did not.
A question was posed to them asking, why they did not attend, and the results are presented in
Figure 11 below. It shows that while 43% were unavailable, another 43% said it was too expensive
(20%) or that they were not interested in the programme content (23%). When asked what could
be done to make the programme more accessible, some respondents indicated that they wanted
more applied material, a more inclusive process, more workshops on modelling, more hands on
and data driven topics, and additional funds.*®

19 The full list of responses can be found in question 27 of Appendix A.
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Figure 11: Reasons for not attending the workshops
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5.3 Administration and funding of workshops

5.3.1 Selection of topics, presenters and participants

The convenars report that in most cases, the groups are run by an informal steering committee;
that is, the convenor works with a group of academics within the discipline to identify topics and
potential presenters. Convenors are also nominated from this select group of academics. While the
convenor is ultimately responsible for organising the workshop, this management by committee
approach has some important advantages. Having a steering committee in place reduces the
burden on the convenor to review all abstracts and select papers for presentation. It also makes
finding international presenters easier. Members of the steering committee are also able to act as
discussants.

There are however a few shortcomings to this approach. One interviewee points out that this
practice favours the preferences of a small group of people within the discipline, and their
specialisations. Another suggests that leaving decisions up to the discretion of the convenor can
result in convenors bringing out international presenters that they want to work with, as it is often
difficult to know where specific proposals emerge from.

Most convenors suggest that participants are selected on the basis of whether they are to present
a paper. The process is as follows: ERSA issues a call for papers with the invitation to the
workshop. The convenor and the steering committee reviews abstracts (or in some cases
completed papers) and decides whether the paper is accepted or not. Rejection rates differ by
group. Amongst some core groups, a high number of submissions is received and many papers
are rejected. In other cases, because of the low number of papers received, acceptance rates are
high. In some cases, papers are accepted and a strong discussant found to help steer the
researcher in the right direction.
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In most cases, participants present their work-in-progress or a completed paper. Some groups
have created a session within a workshop where students or young academics can present their
research ideas. To some extent, this approach minimises the risk of free riders by asking
participants to actively participate in the workshop.

For skills development workshops, ERSA issues a call for participation and set out the criteria for
participation. More recently, these types of workshops have been specifically targeted at PhD
students to help them learn new techniques or improve existing ones.

Most interviewees agree that group convenors play a crucial role in the organisation and success
of these workshops. Convenors that follow international developments, have extensive national
and international networks, understand the rigours of the publication process, and have sufficient
time to dedicate to ERSA enhance the quality of the group presentations and discussions. In those
disciplines that are of potential policy interest, having a convenor with links to policy makers was
seen by as important in making the workshops more policy orientated.

5.3.2 Administrative arrangements

The survey asked participants to rate their experience of the administrative and logistical aspects of
the ERSA workshop programme. Participants were asked to rate their experience on a Likert scale
ranging from poor to excellent, and the results are summarised in Figure 12 .

Figure 12: Organisation of workshops
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n = 178)
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Across all categories, the majority of respondents rated the ERSA administration as good to
excellent. Very few responses rated poor or fair any of the categories. Clearly, most participants
were therefore very satisfied with the administrative arrangements. Likewise, in our interviews with
convenors, all of them mentioned that the quality of administrative support received from the
secretariat was excellent.

5.3.3 Current sources of funding

ERSA is fully funded by the National Treasury. However, the cost of participation at workshops
include various items, some of which are not fully covered by ERSA.

Figure 13: Distribution of funding source across categories
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n = 177)

The survey results show that most of the logistical costs of participants is covered by ERSA, with
subsistence costs largely self-funded (42%). At present, institutions and individuals contribute 8-
16% of travel and accommodation costs.

5.3.4 Potential sources of funding

It follows, that the majority of participants (75%) remain willing to contribute in some form or another
to their participation. Of those willing to contribute, 10% were willing to contribute in full, while the
bulk (65%) are willing to partially contribute financially to their participation in ERSA workshops.
This suggests that the current financial model, which requires some level of co-funding, remains
valid. It also indicates that participants do attribute reasonable value to their participation in these
workshops.
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Table 5: Response to financial contribution

Answer Response percent

Yes, full contribution 10%
Yes, partial contribution 65%
No 25%

100%

Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n =177)

The evaluation team also asked convenors whether some form of cost sharing was a practicable
approach to the funding ERSA workshops. One view is that asking participants to pay for part or all
of the cost of the workshops would alienate those participants that the workshop programme was
designed to support. Academics and students from better resourced universities have access to
other resources that allow them to collaborate and receive feedback, albeit within their universities.
They may opt not to attend ERSA altogether. It is less likely that students and academics from
historically disadvantaged universities will be able to pay for their participation, and a cost sharing
arrangement might deter participation and further entrench inequities in academia.

Another perspective was that ERSA could develop a cost sharing arrangement that forced
participants to reveal their preference and willing to pay. Thus, participants could be asked to cover
part of the cost of travel. For participants from well-resourced universities or government, this cost
sharing arrangement may not lead to a significant drop in participants. On the other hand,
participants from historically disadvantaged universities could remain fully subsidised.

For ERSA to introduce a more formalised form of cost sharing, would therefore require the
development of some form of economics needs test. Interviewees noted that this would greatly
increase the administrative burden on the ERSA secretariat, and the gains from doing so may not
exceed the additional cost.

5.4 Quality of the workshops

5.4.1 Structure

The structure of the workshop was evaluated based on how satisfied participants were with regard
to the overall agenda; number of presentations; the length of workshop; and time for discussion.
Participants were asked to rate their experience ranging from very dissatisfied to very satisfied;
results presented below.
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Figure 14: Structure of the workshop
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n=176)

The figure above indicates that most (around 90%) participants were either satisfied or very
satisfied with the structure of the workshop(s) attended. The only potential area for improvement is
around the amount of time given to discussion.
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5.4.2 Content

The content of the workshop(s) were evaluated based on a number of categories including policy
relevance, theoretical usefulness, empirical usefulness, and whether it was topical and up-to-date.
Figure 15 indicates that the majority agreed or strongly agreed that the content of the workshops
was appropriate across all of these categories (though it is notable that there was a marginally
lower endorsement of the policy relevance of the workshop programme).

Figure 15: Usefulness of the content
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n = 175)

Disaggregating these responses by institution, 81% of government respondents agreed that the
workshop they attended was policy relevant (as compared to 72% of academics). This is contrary
to the view of the policy makers interviewed during this evaluation, who indicated that the
workshops do not produce sufficiently rigorous and policy relevant research.

Likewise, some convenors acknowledged a tension between the pursuit of academic interests and
policy relevant research. It is also interesting to note that private sector respondents found the
workshops less topical than all other respondents.

To address potential shortcomings, respondents were asked to suggest new topics for the
workshop programme. Results included: more statistics and real-world problem solving, panel
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data analysis, energy economics, transport economics, quantitative techniques, social protection,
economics of cities and health economics.?

Figure 16: Number of respondents that agreed or strongly agreed, by institution
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015

5.4.3 Presenters

The presenters were evaluated based on the material provided, their knowledge of the subject
matter as well as facilitation skills.
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IPoor 1% 0% 1%
IFair 9% 6% 4%
IGood 36% 23% 36%
Very good 38% 45% 39%
IExcellent 15% 26% 20%

20 For a comprehensive list, please see the responses to question 23 in Appendix B.
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n = 176)

Figure 17 shows that most respondents rate the presenters as good to excellent across all
categories. The data indicates that knowledge of subject matter received the highest rating with a
weighted average of 3.9 out of 5, while the lowest rating was given to the material provided,
receiving a weighted average of 3.6 out of 5.
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6 EFFECTIVENESS OF THE WORKSHOP PROGRAMME

6.1 Workshop outcomes

6.1.1 Academic and policy outcomes

The evaluation asked both survey respondents, convenors, the academic committee, board and
funders about the extent to which the ERSA workshops had achieved its outcomes. We gauged
workshop outcomes in terms of five key areas:

learning new economic knowledge;

learning new economic techniques or methods;

receiving guidance on participants’ own research;

meeting and collaborating with other economic researchers; and
engaging policy makers.

= =4 —a —a -8

The figure below shows the results from the survey. Two areas stand out. First, an overwhelming
percentage (67%) indicate that the ERSA workshop(s) have enabled them to meet other economic
researchers, suggesting that ERSA workshop are a good place for economic researchers to
network and exchange ideas. Second, a significant number of respondents felt that the
workshop(s) had a small or no impact in facilitating engagement with policy makers.

Figure 18: Workshop outcomes
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n = 174)

Almost all convenors of the core groups agreed that ERSA has been successful in fostering greater
collaboration amongst researchers. The workshop series has brought researchers from different
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universities together and they now have a much greater awareness of each other’s’ work. Some
convenors also highlighted the difference ERSA made in encouraging junior academics to present
and publish. Now that the ERSA worship programme is established, presenting at it carries weight
amongst the academic community. In some groups, convenors argue that this has translated into
an increased number of papers, some of which have made it into international journals.

Convenors also suggested that there was some emerging evidence that the workshop programme
had achieved wider academic outcomes. For example, a focus of ERSA’s workshop programme
has been on re-enforcing the use of empirical techniques in economic research. Much effort and
resources have been spent on brining international presenters to South Africa to train researchers.
That said, convenors recognise that this training might have had differential impacts, benefiting
academics and students from well-resourced universities more than those from historically
disadvantaged universities. A less prevalent view was that this kind of engagement with
international scholars opens up opportunities for co-authoring and publication in international
journals that would otherwise be more difficult for South African economists.

The workshop programme had, albeit to a smaller extent, helped to guide researchers in improving
the quality of their papers. As one convenor points out, a good discussion on a paper at an ERSA
workshop might help the researcher to refine the scope of his topic, improve their methodological
approach and enhance the interpretation of results. Equally important is the workshop
programme’s role as a filtering mechanism to steer researchers away from poorly crafted topics
and research.

In terms of producing policy relevant research, academics, the board and funders all agreed that
the ERSA workshop programme has not been successful. Perspectives are polarised in relation to
this objective. Academics tend to argue that the overriding focus of ERSA should not be on
producing policy relevant research. Rather, building capacity amongst the economic research
community is the primary goal, and this will have positive spill over effects for Government. There is
also the view amongst some academics that policymakers are unable to engage with the technical
content of some of the papers. Others implied that there were not enough policy makers attending
ERSA workshops to produce rigorous debate on policy issues or even clarify what research was
needed to support policy decisions.

In contrast, policymakers and the funder expressed concerns that the research produced by some
of the core groups was relatively weak and not particularly valuable to policymakers. Whereas
there have been multiple discussions between Government and ERSA on this issue, the outcome
of these interactions has not increased the perceived value of these workshops to policymakers.
As a result, the National Treasury finds it increasingly difficult to justify the significant amount of
resources spent on ERSA in general, and the workshop programme in particular.

In the nodes, most interviewees agreed that it was too early to assess the impact of the ERSA
workshop programme in terms of the identified outcomes.
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The workshops were also assessed in terms of how they had contributed to specific academic and

policy outputs.

Figure 19: Publication and collaboration outcomes
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Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015 (n = 174)

Figure 19 indicates that more than 50% respondents claim to have benefited through improved
collaboration with other academics and the application of new techniques. A lesser but still large
number of respondents have published academic papers as a result. On the other hand, the
workshops have contribute much less in fostering collaboration with Government, and contributing
to the preparation of policy briefs.

6.2

Looking forward, the survey asked respondents to rate different areas of importance to the
development of the workshop programme. The results clearly indicate the importance of a
continued focus on networking and the academic content of the workshops; but they also widely
confirm the need for policy dialogue and international participation.

Improvement opportunities
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Figure 20: Improvement opportunities
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In disaggregating these results by institution, Figure 21 shows that government (95%) and private
sector (94%) respondents felt more strongly about the importance of policy dialogue, but that more
than 80% of academics also support an increased focus on this aspect of the programme.
Government respondents would also like to see more in the way of breakaway and Q&A sessions
than other respondents. Respondents were not asked to rank or choose between these
improvements, and the results are therefore unable to account for the possible trade-offs involved
in making any such change.

Figure 21: Importance of different improvement opportunities by institution

100%

90%

80%

T0%
& B0%
=
i
@ 50%
T 40%
2
& 30%

20%

10%

0% Networki

International Falicy Theoretical Empirical oegvr‘?gnli?i% Break-away Q&L
presenters dialogue insight application PP : 5855i0NS 5855i0NS

IGovernment 90% 95% 80% 100% 100% 85% 95%
IStudents 80% 91% 89% 91% 95% 58% 88%
cademics 89% 81% 90% 93% 95% 53% 83%
Private B0 9404 9404 A00%5 B0 5% AR

Source: ERSA Workshop Survey, 2015
4

V 4

N DNA Economics

33



N

Evaluation of the workshop programme
ERSA

7 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The ERSA workshop programme was originally established to: disseminate and discuss ‘cutting-
edge’ findings from South African or international economists (research); present new techniques
to South African researchers and keep them informed of international innovations in economics
(training); and bring new and young economists together, from a wide range of institutions, and to
expose them to leading national and international researchers (networking).?

Since the 2009 evaluation, the workshop programme has grown considerably. Four new nodes
have been established, in addition to the 5 core groups. Between 2009/10 and 2014/15, ERSA has
organised 63 workshops, in seven of the nine provinces across the country. Participation in ERSA
workshops is male dominated, and the majority of participants are relatively young researchers and
academics from established academic institutions. A significant proportion of participants are not
South African. Attendance by government officials is relatively low — at 13% of respondents and
18% according to ERSA’s database - though a significant proportion of these are senior managers.

In general, the survey results and consultations show that the ERSA workshop programme is very
well-administered and has succeeded in establishing an active network of economic researchers,
especially within the five core groups it was originally designed around. Moreover, participants
report that the workshops have aided them in learning new techniques, and to a lesser extent, in
producing and publishing research. In doing so, the workshop programme has certainly contributed
towards the achievement of some of ERSA’s overriding objectives: to create a platform for
economic researchers based in South African universities to collaborate; and training and
supporting young economists.

Compared to other workshop programmes, the costs of running ERSA workshops (travel,
accommodation and administration) are reasonable, and the efficiency and professionalism of the
ERSA Secretariat in line with that of other networks such as the CEPR. Moreover, the scientific or
“programmatic” aspects of ERSA workshop organization are fully consistent with best practice and
with actual practice in other networks. It would be healthier, perhaps, if there were more turnover
among the scientific organizers in order to ensure new viewpoints and perspectives were taken into
account, but again this is a problem of scale. The relevant research community in South Africa is
much smaller than in Europe or North America.

In order to build capacity among individual researchers or institutions, the experience of the
Partnership for Economic Policy (PEP) makes it very clear that one must take this objective very
seriously and to make it the exclusive focus of a workshop, with careful preparation before the
workshop and intensive follow up and mentoring following the workshop. Capacity building cannot
be the happy but accidental by-product of a research or networking workshop. ERSA’s capacity
building efforts are pursued largely through its scholarship, internship and skills development
programmes; and not directly though the workshop programme.

21 ERSA (2010) ERSA Annual Report. Avalaible online here.
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The experience of the Centre for Economic Policy Research (CEPR) shows that research and
networking workshops are not effective means of building and maintaining contact with members
of the policy community, much less with policy-makers themselves. The reasons are clear: policy-
makers are almost always under severe time pressure and lengthy seminars are not an efficient
way of absorbing new developments in research. This is also the general experience of the
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) in the United States: most of their workshops are
aimed squarely at the academic community. If ERSA is serious about strengthening its links with
the SA policy community, it must find (as a matter of urgency) other and better vehicles to promote
this engagement.

It is important to note that communicating or networking with policy-makers is not specified as an
objective of the ERSA workshop programme — or at least not a specific objective. Nevertheless,
the vast majority of survey respondents indicate that the workshops are policy relevant, and an
even larger proportion believes that policy dialogue should form an important component of future
workshops. On the other hand, most participants acknowledge that the workshops have not
facilitated collaboration between academics and government, and ERSA’s own data suggests that
government participation is in decline.

Insufficient collaboration between academics and policy makers in the workshop programme, and
across ERSA activities more widely, has contributed to an apparent disconnect between the
perceived interests of policy makers and the funders of ERSA, and the perceived interests of its
beneficiaries, largely in academia. Managing and delivering on these different interests entails
trade-offs between the research, training, networking and policy objectives of the organisation. And
ERSA cannot be expected to address all of these objectives through its workshops.

These divergent objectives and perspectives need to be addressed and better managed by the
ERSA Board. Some initial recommendations are provided below. These will be reviewed and if
necessary revised following further discussions with the ERSA Board.

Rationalising the number of routine workshops

By all accounts the workshops have succeeded in achieving their initial objective — to increase
collaboration between South African academics ERSA — and most interviewees agree the number
of workshops can now be scaled-back considerably. Maintaining some level of interaction
between academics across different institutions, and to a lesser extent with government, remains
an important and valid purpose of this programme.

Currently, core groups are expected to hold two workshops each year and they are allocated a
budget of R400 000 for this purpose. Nodes are given half of this amount and required to host one
workshop per year. Reducing the number of routine workshops to one per group or one per node
per year, would seem appropriate, and would generate significant cost-savings which could then
be used to address other ERSA objectives. Moreover, a fewer number of larger workshops would
likely have a positive impact on the quality and participation at these workshops.
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Setting clear criteria for additional workshops

Whereas the process for selecting and organising routine workshops should be left to the
conveners and their groups; any additional workshops should be ‘awarded’ on a more competitive
basis and should ideally be targeted at addressing ERSA'’s wider capacity-building (and potentially
also its policy) objectives. Specifically, the academic committee should be tasked to develop clear
criteria against which additional workshop proposals will be assessed, and should engage with the
Board and funder to ensure that the objectives of these workshops are broadly agreed and
understood. These may include a greater emphasis on collaboration between historically
disadvantaged and established institutions; targeted training and mentorship interventions along
the lines of the Partnership for Economic Policy (PEP); or policy seminars.

Encouraging the co-hosting of workshops and partnerships with other institutions

Ideally, ERSA should look to diversify its funding base. Short of this, ERSA should encourage
groups to identify opportunities for the co-hosting of workshops with other institutions. This will
enable ERSA to share the costs of hosting workshops and dedicate more resource to new
initiatives. Whereas there should be no requirement that workshops targeting or involving
historically disadvantaged institutions include some form of co-funding; for those hosted by more
established institutions, some form of co-funding may form part of the selection criteria for any
additional workshops. Here, the different workshop funding models used by CEPR may be
instructive.

Encouraging increased participation by government and increased attention to policy
issues by academics

It is clear that ERSA’s workshop programme has enhanced collaboration amongst researchers
across universities. It has also enabled South African economists to benefit from international
experience and to keep abreast of developments in the frontier of various disciplines. However,
over the years, tensions have developed between the workshop programme’s academic outcomes
and its ability to address policy relevant topics. For ERSA to remain relevant to its academic and
policy constituencies, it needs to revisit its objectives and determine how best to meet the
expectations of the National Treasury, its only funder.

Focusing first on the workshop series, ERSA should continue in its efforts to encourage the
participation of government officials. This may require marketing the workshop programme better
to key departments in the economic and international cluster in government. Having fewer but
larger workshops may also be more suited to the needs of government officials.

In addition, a regular (annual) policy seminar — along the lines of the CEPR Summer Symposia and
the NBER Summer Institute — should be considered. These seminars could be used to show-case
and reward the best (policy-relevant) research emanating from the ERSA network over the course
of the year. Importantly, to ensure that the work presented at these seminars is policy relevant, the
Treasury should be represented on the committee responsible for the development and delivery of
the seminar.
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In addition, by rationalising the workshop programme, ERSA will generate savings which should be
used to develop a more pro-active mechanism to bring academics and policy makers together to
share ideas or work on joint projects. ldeas raised by respondents in this review include:

1 A fellowship or mentorship programme whereby academics are placed in government to
work directly with junior officials on particular policy projects/papers;

1 An independent study on the teaching and supply of economists in South Africa, and
specifically, the ability of the current system to produce the skills and research demanded
by Government; and

1 The funding of an academic chair in public economics (important to note that this is an
exclusive and costly option).

This list is far from exhaustive and there are likely to be divergent views on what can or should be
done. Therefore, before deciding on a specific set of actions, it is important that the Board (and
specifically the funder) provides stronger guidance as to the specific policy outputs and outcomes
that it expects from ERSA. Thereafter, appropriate interventions should be developed by ERSA
and urgently put in place.

Formalising ERSA institutional and governance arrangements

The previous review highlighted a number of institutional challenges confronted by ERSA and it is
clear from this review that many of these have yet to be resolved. Specifically, it appears that the
ERSA governance and appointment process is insufficiently transparent; the board does not
provide sufficient or consistent guidance; the institution remains dependent on a single source of
funding; and the part-time management structure constrains the ability of the organisation to
address all of these challenges.

With regards to the workshop programme, ERSA should first look to rationalise the total number of
groups and workshops, and should then revise its rules and procedures to address any changes
emanating from this evaluation.
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APPENDIX 2 REPRESENTIVITY AT SOUTH AFRICAN ECONOMIC
INSTITUTIONS

The survey results presented in this study provides some indication of the extent to which ERSA
has contributed towards building economic skills and knowledge amongst previously
disadvantaged individuals and institutions in South Africa; and extending the network across
Southern Africa. Specifically:

1 Almost half of all participants are not South African citizens. There is notably a high
proportion of academic staff and PhD enrolments from outside of South Africa.

1 About 47% of South African citizens who attend ERSA workshops are from historically
disadvantaged groups?? and 50% of participants are white.

On the other hand, looking at the participation in ERSA workshops by South Africa’s 22 universities
(based on an analysis of ERSA attendance data), UCT, Stellenbosch, Pretoria and Wits account
for more than 50% of the total number of participants. Individuals from the 11 historically
disadvantaged universities made-up just 14% of the total participants.

Whereas it was not the purpose of this study to benchmark the representivity of ERSA against
other economic institutions in South Africa; without such information, it is difficult to assess whether
ERSA (and the economic community more widely) is doing enough to support the transformation
of the economic profession in Southern Africa. It is also difficult to find direct comparators for
ERSA,; and to collect accurate information from any of these institutions.

Nevertheless, for illustrative purposes, a brief and superficial attempt has been made to develop a
profile of some economic institutions, based on data that is readily available from their own
websites. Specifically, this analysis has considered the staffing (direct and associates) of think
tanks such as SALDRU, DPRU and TIPS; and the economic faculties of the Universities of Cape
Town, Stellenbosch, Pretoria, Rhodes, Kwa-Zulu Natal, Western Cape and Fort Hare (WITS and
the Free State were not included because the economic faculties in these Universities cannot be
immediately separated from their business science schools).

These indicative results suggest that at think-tanks, about half of the full-time professional staff are
HDIs. But if one extends this analysis to include the wider pool associates and affiliates to these
institutions, less than 10% are black South Africans (most are either white South African or foreign).
Moreover, looking at the academic affiliation of these staff, associates and affiliates; of the 110
individuals considered, just one was employed at a historically disadvantaged university.

Looking at the Universities themselves — and specifically the five ‘previously privileged’ universities,
around 12% of their total professional staff are black South African; with a further 9% from other
African countries. At two of these Universities there was no evidence of any black South African

22 Includes Black African, Indian and Coloured South Africans.
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professionals. Conversely, the majority of professional staff at UWC and Fort Hare are black. The
size differences across these Universities is even more staggering; with UWC and Fort Hare
showing just 6 and 4 professional economists respectively, compared to UCT and Stellenbosch,
both of which have more than 40.

This preliminary analysis suggests that the leading University Departments in South Africa remain
disproportionately white. Whereas the core staff at other institutions such as SALDRU, DPRU,
TIPS and ERSA are all more representative, most have not done well to draw in experts or
associate with economists working at less advantaged institutions in South Africa. This is partly
because there are so few experts working at these institutions! The fact that ERSA attracts 14% of
its participants from historically disadvantaged institutions seems to be the exception.

For the economic profession to grow and transform, it would seem that further effort will be required
to attract black South Africans to academia, and to strengthen economic departments and
previously disadvantaged institutions. This study cannot provide objective guidance on how this
must be done; but this analysis suggests that further and more rigorous work on this issue may be
appropriate. And this is potentially a research area where ERSA itself might be able to contribute.
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DNA Economics is an independent research company. Opinions expressed in DNA research reflect the views of DNA
staff, and are not necessarily representative of the views of the commissioning party. Every effort is made to ensure
that the data, secondary research and other sources referenced in this research are complete, accurate and unbiased,
but DNA accepts no responsibility for any errors or omissions in such references. If you are not the intended recipient
of this report please refrain from reading, storing or distributing it.



