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Establishing and Agreeing on Research
Priorities

lan de la Roche, Ph.D.!

he organizers asked me to share with you my experiences in developing
and implementing a process for establishing and agreeing on research
priorities in a multi-stakeholder research institute such as Forintek.

The mechanism we have in place has been well received by Forintek’s mem-
bership and certain aspects have been adopted by other research organizations.
While we are pleased with developments to date and the strong commitment
of employees, priority setting has been, and will continue to be, an evolution-
ary and iterative process with opportunity for future improvement. Also, our
approach may not be appropriate for other organizations because of differ-
ences in mission, governance, and client base. For these reasons I have decided
to take an anecdotal rather than a prescriptive approach in this presentation.

Forintek Canada Corp. is a private, non-profit research institute—Canada’s
national wood products research institute. Established in 1979, it is an indus-
try-government partnership. This year our National Research Program is val-
ued at Cdn $10.5 million and our contract portfolio is expected to be Cdn
$8.8 million. Our staff of 185 is located in laboratories in Vancouver, British
Columbia, and Sainte-Foy, Quebec. As well, we have a fire research group in
Ottawa, Ontario, and a regional office in Edmonton, Alberta. Also in Edmonton
is the Alberta Research Council, a key member of Forintek’s Composites Re-
search Consortium.

New partnerships are under development with the Saskatchewan Research
Council and the University of New Brunswick’s Wood Science and Technol-
ogy Centre.

Forintek’s National Research Program is the “raison d’Ltre” of the part-
nership and is funded entirely from membership assessments based on the prin-
ciple of shared costs, shared risks, and shared benefits. The partnership pres-
ently comprises 155 wood products companies from across Canada, five pro-
vincial governments, and the Government of Canada.

As Canada’s national wood products research institute, we carry out re-
search in the following areas: resource quality characterization; advanced manu-
facturing of lumber and composites; drying and protection; and building sys-
tems, which includes research on markets and codes and standards. We are
involved in each step of the value chain—from the resource through to the
marketplace. Our Sainte-Foy and Vancouver laboratories are good examples of
wood use in industrial and commercial construction, using engineered wood
systems.

When I joined Forintek in 1992, the framework for establishing priorities
in the National Research Program was already in place through various advi-
sory committees representing government and industry members. Meetings

were infrequent and there was considerable cynicism among the membership 'President, Forintek Canada Corp.,

. . . 2665 East Mall, Vancouver, British
about the effectiveness of the process. This had led to the recent resigna- Columbia. Canada V6T 1W3
tion of a major company and several more were considering the same action. (604) 222-5703. idIr@van forintek ca
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Obviously, quick action was required. The root of the problem was around the
following four concerns:

e consultative but not responsive;

e lack of urgency in getting out results;

e confusion about vision and direction; and
e lack of client focus and accountability.

I have seen similar concerns expressed by other research advisory boards I
have served on in government and university. Forintek undertook quick and
deliberate actions to address these issues:

¢ dedicated manager for the process;
e integration in strategic and operational plans;

e performance measures tied to employee performance and compensa-
tion;

e focus on timeliness, relevance, and quality;
e member feedback and follow-up; and
e clear vision and direction developed by members and staff.

To put teeth in Forintek’s planning framework and to ensure clear division
of responsibilities, we engaged the involvement of our members, starting with
the Board of Directors. The Board formally set up the National Research Pro-
gram Committee (NRPC) and made it responsible for setting the strategic di-
rection of the research program, establishing overall priorities and allocating
resources amongst the five program areas.

The five Technical Advisory Committees (TACs), which coincide with the
five program areas, were made responsible for project prioritization and selec-
tion, as well as monitoring progress and technology transfer of results. The
NRPC and TACs have broad-based representation from the membership. There
are approximately 260 members involved in the process.

Each project must be approved by the TAC. The project leader is required
to present his proposal and briefly address “what” is being done, “when” it will
be transferred, and “what” will be the impact on the members. Each approved
project is assigned one or more liaisons to assist the scientist during the course
of the research and to facilitate the application of the results. Progress is re-
viewed quarterly.

Establishing and agreeing on research priorities is the first and most impor-
tant step of research management that includes execution, monitoring, tech-
nology transfer, adoption, and evaluation. At Forintek, we have adopted a “co-
producer” approach to deal with this. It involves our government and industry
members and Forintek scientists in each of these activities. This involvement by
members engenders a level of ownership that is essential to maintaining cred-
ibility of the process and for the continuing support of the membership.

The specifics of priority setting for an organization accountable to mem-
bership with very diverse needs and priorities—federal and provincial govern-
ments, large fully integrated companies, and small operations—are shown in
figure 1.

Using a strategic planning approach, we were successful in getting consen-
sus on the major challenges driving change in wood products and agreement
that science and technology could play a very useful role in turning these chal-
lenges into competitive advantage for Canadian producers. Our challenge was
to get agreement on where we should be spending scarce research dollars.
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Member Needs and Priorities
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The process turned out to be an exercise in compromise and consensus.
Provinces placed high priority on hardwood research; the federal government
on environmental comparability of building materials and performance of light-
frame structures; and the small and large manufacturers had different priorities
in composite and lumber manufacturing. Some cases where agreement could
not be reached were eventually handled outside the National Research Pro-
gram under contract. For each priority area, the TACs agree to program goals
to help focus research ideas for each of the five areas. A portfolio of projects is
developed to specifically address each goal. Approximately 90 projects are car-
ried out in any given year.

In the past, the research program had been generally biased toward shorter-
term problem solving, with a focus on cost minimization and market access.
Recognizing the short-term bias, we decided to go through a second planning
process—a “top down,” “big picture,” and global approach to reassess needs
and priorities. The Board, NRPC, and senior management met to consider the
principal drivers, trends, and predictions that would impact on all sectors over
the next 10 to 15 years and examine how some trend-setting companies were
meeting these challenges.

We concluded that the electronics and information revolutions would con-
tinue to be the most significant influences in the global economy. These revo-
lutions are changing the rules for doing business. We examined companies that
had demonstrated the capacity to successfully adapt to the new rules (for ex-
ample, WalMart, Canon, 3-M, Toyota).

We identified four business strategies that were relevant to the forest prod-
ucts sector and they became the drivers of our new research strategy (figure 2).
The new research strategy focuses on our members’ customers, not only on
our members; on building products, systems, and structures; and on all the
product attributes and qualities of solid wood products which are demanded in
the market place (such as a holistic approach). As a result, our focus shifted
from “maximizing” to optimizing” wood usage. The new program foci are:

¢ Optimize use of wood to meet end-user expectations.

e Enhance attributes to products and systems.

* Improve manufacturing processes to maintain cost competitiveness.
e Add value at the resource.

Significant emphasis is placed on adding value at each step in the value
chain, and on the effective use of technology and knowledge of the market,
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Figure 2—Forintek’s new strategic
directions.
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resource and manufacturing processes. The focus is now on the longer-term
needs of the sector.

Over the last two years, we have realigned research program goals to fit the
new direction; for example, Building Systems is guided by the first two pro-
gram foci above. We now have a more appropriate balance between the short-
and the longer-term needs of the industry. In addition, the new direction has
enabled us to embark on a new value-added initiative and a new market at-
tribute program. To identify needs and establish our research priorities we uti-
lized two different planning processes. Members and staff were intimately in-
volved in both, which is consistent with the co-producer approach used at
Forintek.

To maintain credibility with members and ensure their continued involve-
ment in the planning process, the organization has placed considerable empha-
sis on client focus and accountability for the timely delivery of cost-effective,
relevant, and high quality research results. Corporate accountability for all as-
pects of the National Research Program, including priority setting, is captured
under the client focus, financial sustainability and excellence goals of the Strate-
gic Plan and annual Operating Plan. Employee accountability is built into the
job descriptions, and performance and compensation systems. The job descrip-
tions and the annual objectives of each employee are built around the same
three goals.

In conclusion, the National Research Program is guided by a framework
and series of processes that are captured in the Strategic Direction, the Strategic
and Operating Plans, our human resource management systems, and the an-
nual program of work which spells out the “what,” “how,” and “when” for
each project.

Generally, we have been satisfied with the results we have achieved in this
challenging aspect of research management and with the positive reactions we
have received from our very diverse client base. We recognize that our process
could be further improved, but I hope I have given you some ideas that could
prove useful to your organization.
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