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Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Scholars in 
Health Policy Research  

An RWJF national program  

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF) established the Scholars in Health Policy 

Research program in 1991 to produce the next generation of creative thinkers and 

problem solvers in health policy by attracting talented new economists, political 

scientists, and sociologists to the field of health policy research. 

Under the program, recent graduates of doctoral programs in the three disciplines receive 

stipends to study and conduct research for two years at Harvard University, the 

University of California at Berkeley/San Francisco, or the University of Michigan. 

The program has produced 200 Scholars to date. Most of them hold academic positions 

and virtually all of them are still engaged in health policy research. More than two dozen 

have served on scientific advisory panels or been appointed to key policy-making 

positions at federal agencies. 

Alan B. Cohen, ScD, professor of health policy and management at Boston University 

and director of its Health Policy Institute, has directed the program since its inception. 

Total authorizations by the RWJF Board of Trustees from inception in 1991 through 

April 2015 are $ 84.1 million. 

CONTEXT  

Public interest in health policy has intensified dramatically in recent decades as concerns 

about the nation's health and the health care system have grown. Health care debates 

today are as likely to be concerned with defining the best health policies as they are with 

providing the best health care services. 

Compared with other industrialized nations, the United States continues to perform 

poorly on numerous indicators of health status, while health care expenditures rise each 

year and large numbers of Americans either lack health insurance or have insufficient 

coverage. 

The systems that provide health care in the United States are rapidly changing and 

consolidating as they attempt to respond to rising costs, competitive pressures, and an 

http://healthpolicyscholars.org/
http://healthpolicyscholars.org/


   

 

RWJF Program Results ðRobert Wood Johnson Foundation Scholars in Health Policy Research 2 

aging population. Changes are likely to accelerate as these systems fully implement the 

Affordable Care Act of 2010 (ACA). Even with well-implemented system reforms, large 

problems still face the nationðsome with deep economic, political, and social roots. 

These include childhood obesity, substance abuse, HIV/AIDS, depression, crime, 

poverty, racism and violence, which burden the health care system and public health 

agencies with challenges that lie beyond their traditional missions. 

Breakthroughs in medical science and technology have prompted enormous 

improvements in the country's capacity to treat illness. But as the nation struggles with 

how best to assure access, quality, equity, and efficiency in health care, policy-makers 

and others turn to the field of health policy research for guidance and direction. 

As the health sector has grown in size and complexity, so too has the need for health 

policy research that informs and advances policies to improve the health and health care 

of people. As researchers and practitioners better understand the array of personal and 

environmental factors that bear on health status, they have come to realize that the most 

pressing health problems cannot be solved from within the health field alone. 

Shortage of Creative Thinkers  

Knowledgeable observers generally agree that the relatively young field of health policy 

research suffers from a shortage of creative thinkers and policy analysts and that it has 

historically had only a limited ability to attract bright, young social scientists. 

Investigators from the disciplines of economics, political science, and sociology use 

conceptual frameworks that are central to understanding health and health care. The 

interplay among experts in these fields, when brought to bear on any single issue, can 

result in a rich multidisciplinary perspective that enhances the way issues are framed and 

addressed. 

Despite this apparent match, social science scholars have found it difficult to pursue 

health policy research because they lack training opportunities and because reward 

structures within their disciplines guide them toward other fields. Therefore, they end up 

pursuing research that falls squarely within their disciplines rather than pursuing topics 

that require interdisciplinary research, such as health policy. 

RWJF Interest in the Issue  

Since its inception as a national philanthropy in 1972, the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation (RWJF) has supported health policy research and has sought to build the 

capacity of the field. Initially, however, its major efforts focused on health professionals, 

rather than on social scientists. 
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ǒ The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Clinical Scholars Program, RWJF's oldest 

national program, provides young physicians with two to three years of graduate-level 

study and research to acquire new skills and training in the nonbiological sciences 

important to improving health and health care. See also Program Results on the 

Clinical Scholars Program. 

ǒ The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Health Policy Fellows program introduces 

mid-career health professionals to federal policy-making. See also Program Results 

on Health Policy Fellows. 

RWJF's early support for social scientists was far more modest. For example: 

ǒ In 1973, it funded a health policy research and teaching centerðnow known as the 

Philip R. Lee Institute for Health Policy Studiesðat the University of California, San 

Francisco.1 

ǒ It funded a fellowship program in health economics at Harvard University2 that had a 

difficult time recruiting participants, but turned out some of the leading figures in 

health economics, including: 

ð Harold S. Luft, PhD, director of the Palo Alto Medical Foundation's Research 

Institute and Caldwell B. Esselstyn Professor emeritus of health policy and health 

economics 

ð Frank Sloan, PhD, J. Alexander McMahon Professor of health policy at Duke 

University Medical Center 

ð Paul Ginsburg, PhD, president of the Center for Studying Health System Change 

in Washington 

ð William D. White, PhD, professor of policy analysis and management and 

director of the Sloan Program in Health Administration at Cornell University 

ǒ RWJF also began to support the health policy research of three established social 

scientists: Victor Fuchs, PhD; David Mechanic, PhD; and Eli Ginzberg, PhD. 

RWJF's first national program aimed at building health policy research capacity in the 

social sciences, the Faculty Fellowships in Health Care Finance program , provided 40 

Fellows with training and research funding in health care finance between 1984 and 

1992. 

An evaluation of the Faculty Fellowships program found little agreement about the 

purpose of the program, the type of Fellow it should target, or the kind of training it 

should offer those Fellows. RWJF also concluded that its support of specific individual 

social scientists in the Faculty Fellowships program was too narrowly focused. 

                                                 
1 ID#s 000004, 000308, and 002455. 
2 ID# 000239. 

http://rwjcsp.stanford.edu/
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2011/08/robert-wood-johnson-clinical-scholars-program.html
http://www.healthpolicyfellows.org/
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2012/02/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-health-policy-fellows0.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2012/02/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-health-policy-fellows0.html
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In 1991, at the same time the Foundation authorized the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation Scholars in Health Policy Research program, it also established the 

Investigator Awards in Health Policy Research program to support research projects by a 

wider variety of investigators in an array of disciplines. See Program Results for more 

information on the Investigator Awards program. Through the Scholars program, RWJF 

sought a new approach to attracting and training younger social scientists in health policy 

research. 

THE PROGRAM  

The first group entered Scholars in Health Policy Research in 1994. Since the original 

authorization in 1991, the Trustees have renewed the program six times with total 

authorizations of $ 84.1 million through April 2015. 

The overarching goal of the program is to produce the next generation of creative 

thinkers and problem solvers in health policy by attracting talented recent graduates of 

doctoral programs in economics, political science, and sociology to the field of health 

policy research. 

Program Design  

The program aims to achieve this goal by immersing these Scholars in health policy 

research and exposing them to the thinking of each other's social science disciplines. 

Three assumptions underlie the Scholars program: 

ǒ Health issues and the health care system have grown increasingly complex over time. 

ǒ Health policy research needs to be more effective in addressing these complexities. 

ǒ In order for health policy research to be more effective, it must attract talented new 

social scientists who will examine the health policy arena through the lens of their 

individual disciplines as well as from the perspectives of their collective disciplines. 

RWJF decided to focus the program on economists, political scientists, and sociologists 

because scholars from these disciplines bring particularly important but sometimes 

overlooked perspectives to health policy: 

ǒ Economists can examine the cognitive factors that influence the health care decisions 

of individuals and organizations and the behavioral effects of those decisions. They 

can study the economic burden of disease on different populations caused by 

disparities in access to care. 

Economists can analyze the implications and effects of different tax policies on the 

health and well-being of populations and individuals. They can assess the effects of 

continued growth in health spending on public budgets or other sectors of the 

economy. 

http://www.ihhcpar.rutgers.edu/org_units/default.asp?v=2&o=10
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2011/10/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-investigator-awards-in-health-pol.html
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ǒ Political scientists can furnish new insight into the politics of health care: 

ð How legislative battles are framed and fought 

ð How public opinion shapes policy formulation 

ð How interest groups and the media exert influence over health policy decisions 

ð How the balance of power among major players may shift as a result of changing 

policies 

ð How communities might be empowered and mobilized to address health problems 

ǒ Sociologists can deepen the collective understanding of how the health care system is 

structured and organized. They also can assess the impact of changing roles and 

functions of health care providers. Sociologists can provide a framework for 

understanding how social movements affect the nation's health. They can expand 

knowledge of the socioeconomic and cultural determinants of health. Sociologists 

also study the role of social networks in improving health care decision-making 

through information exchange and patient empowerment. 

Under the program, recent graduates of doctoral programs in the three disciplines spend 

two years at one of three leading universities: Harvard University, University of 

California at Berkeley/San Francisco, and the University of Michigan. As of 2012, the 

program selects up to nine Scholars each year, placing three at each university. 

In general, each cohort of Scholars at each school includes representation from all three 

social science disciplines. At any one time there are about six active Scholars at each site, 

three in their first year of the program and three in their second year. During their two-

year stint, these Scholars: 

ǒ Learn about health and health care, the structure and function of the health care 

system, and the health policy-making process 

ǒ Participate in a learning environment that exposes them to the perspectives and 

methods of other social science disciplines, as well as medicine and public health 

ǒ Conduct relevant research and analysis under the guidance of and in collaboration 

with distinguished faculty mentors 

Program Management  

National Program Office  

A national program office at Boston University School of Management provides 

administrative and policy oversight for the program as follows: 

ǒ Designs and manages the application and selection process for Scholars 
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ǒ Plans and conducts the program's annual meeting 

ǒ Produces a Working Paper series to disseminate draft research papers and works-in-

progress produced by Scholars and their faculty mentors within the Scholars program 

community. As of July 2012, 49 Working Papers had been issued. (The program 

website features the most recent working papers. See the list of Working Papers at the 

end of this report.) 

ǒ Fosters alumni engagement through regional meetings, receptions at professional 

association meetings, and a network of contacts 

ǒ Monitors program development at the sites through annual site visits and frequent 

telephone contact 

ǒ Works with and supports a 13-member national advisory committee 

ǒ Reports to RWJF regarding program activities, issues, and finances. 

Alan B. Cohen, ScD, professor of health policy and management at Boston University 

and director of its Health Policy Institute has been the director of the national program 

since its inception in 1992, leaving his position as vice president for research and 

evaluation at RWJF in order to run the program. 

Catherine M. Player, MA is the deputy program director. She succeeded Eileen M. 

Connor, MHSA, who retired in 2007. 

National Advisory Committee  

Mark A. Peterson, PhD, professor of public policy, political science, and law in the 

Luskin School of Public Affairs, University of California, Los Angeles, chairs the 

committee. Rashi Fein, PhD, professor of the economics of medicine (emeritus) at 

Harvard Medical School, is chair emeritus. 

National advisory committee members advise and support national program office staff 

on outreach, recruitment, eligibility criteria, and other program policy issues. They 

participate in site visits along with RWJF and national program office staff. 

Committee members also provide advice and guidance to Scholars. For example, some 

members of the committee are editors of health journals and have provided special, 

intensive manuscript assistance to Scholars. Others have co-authored journal articles or 

book chapters with Scholars. 

In 1997, RWJF expanded the national advisory committee in order to include greater 

representation from the three social science disciplines; add cultural, ethnic, and 

geographic diversity; and strengthen efforts to recruit Scholars. 

http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/working-paper-series
http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-about/about-nat_advis_comm.html
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In 2002, and again in 2005, RWJF changed the committee's composition, adding 

representation from alumni and rotating the membership to obtain new perspectives. As 

of 2012, three program alumni serve on the national advisory committee. 

Host Universities  

The universities at which the program operates create a training environment where 

Scholars explore health-related research topics, share research and policy ideas with 

Scholars from other disciplines, and have senior faculty mentors who guide them in their 

work. 

The mentors provide a range of advice, including career counseling. In some cases, they 

collaborate with Scholars on joint endeavors; in other cases, they provide feedback on the 

Scholars' work. 

While the program differs across the universities, each: 

ǒ Offers seminars in health policy and health-related topics 

ǒ Sponsors a series of multidisciplinary workshops where Scholars present their 

research 

ǒ Encourages faculty members to work with Scholars on their research 

ǒ Establishes linkages across departments within the university 

Scholars have access to faculty from the social sciences, medicine, public health, public 

policy, and other fields in an environment conducive to disciplinary and multidisciplinary 

learning and collaborative research. 

Senior faculty members at each university serve as project directors. They are responsible 

for: 

ǒ Securing ongoing involvement of senior social science and health faculty 

ǒ Recruiting new Scholars 

ǒ Overseeing the design and delivery of seminars and workshops 

ǒ Supervising a steering or executive committee 

ǒ Providing support and guidance to individual Scholars 

ǒ Managing expenditures 

ǒ Attending the annual meeting 

ǒ Working closely with the national program office and the national advisory 

committee to establish program goals, policies, and priorities 
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In 1992, the programôs staff, with support from the national advisory committee and 

RWJF staff, undertook a rigorous solicitation and review process to select the first three 

host universities. The national advisory committee recommended three universities to 

RWJF: 

ǒ University of California at Berkeley/University of California at San Francisco 

(combined site) 

ǒ University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Mich. 

ǒ Yale University, New Haven, Conn. 

RWJF accepted these recommendations. See Appendix 1 for details of the early host 

university selection process. 

In 2000, RWJF decided to retain two of the three original host universities (University of 

California at Berkeley/San Francisco, and the University of Michigan) and to select a 

new third host university. 

Six universities with nationally ranked departments in all three social science disciplines 

were invited to apply. Four universities applied, three were visited, and in April 2002, 

RWJF selected Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass., as the new third host university. 

The first group of Scholars at Harvard entered in August 2003. 

On the program's website are brief descriptions of each university program: 

ǒ The Harvard University program, housed at The Institute for Quantitative Social 

Science. Katherine Swartz, PhD, professor of health policy and economics in the 

department of health policy and management at the School of Public Health, directs 

the program. 

ǒ The University of California at Berkeley/San Francisco program, housed at the 

School of Public Health at the University of California, Berkeley. John Ellwood, 

PhD, professor of public policy at Berkeleyôs Goldman School of Public Policy, 

directs the program. 

ǒ The University of Michigan program, housed at the Department of Health 

Management and Policy in the School of Public Health. Edward C. Norton, PhD, 

professor in the department of health management and policy and the department of 

economics, directs the program. 

Scholar Selection and Placement  

To be eligible, applicants must be new or recent PhDs (i.e., received within the previous 

five years) in the disciplines of economics, political science, or sociology. Scholars are 

selected via a multi-stage process. Peterson, chair of the national advisory committee, 

says, ñAt no time in their careers will they be so carefully reviewed. The applications are 

http://healthpolicyscholars.org/harvard-university-program
http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-program/program-california.html
http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-program/program-michigan.html
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reviewed by eight members of the national advisory committee, faculty at the universities 

where they apply, and the faculty directors at those sites. We talk about every applicant 

and donôt rule anyone out.ò 

See the program's website for more information on Scholar eligibility.  

While most Scholars enter the program without prior backgrounds in health or health 

policy, they must demonstrate interest in conducting health-related research. They must 

also demonstrate a willingness to engage with colleagues from other disciplines and an 

ability to communicate with people who have different perspectives from their own. 

In general, Scholars are required to devote two years to the program, taking up full-time 

residence at their host university, although these requirements may be modified if special 

circumstances warrant. While in the program, Scholars are not permitted to accept 

outside teaching, administrative, or consulting duties. 

Each Scholar receives an annual stipend ($89,000 per year as of 2012). Scholars are 

expected to make progress in their research, participate in seminars and workshops 

offered under the program, and present their work to colleagues within and across the 

disciplines. In addition, they attend annual meetings of the program. 

An individual Scholar's participation in the second year is conditional on a determination 

by the host university's site director that the Scholar's performance during the first year 

was satisfactory. 

In recent years, the national program office has received about 130ï140 applications each 

October. Through 2009, about 12 individuals were selected to receive fellowships, four at 

each site.3 Due to reductions in funding, only nine Scholars have been selected each year 

since 2010. 

See the programôs website for profiles of current Scholars and a listing of alumni and 

their organizational affiliations. 

Marketing  

Scholar recruitment and selection begins with marketing the program to targeted 

universities and candidates. 

In addition to issuing a general call for applications, the national program office sends 

application materials to the chairs, placement advisers, and directors of graduate studies 

in nationally ranked departments of economics, political science, and sociology, asking 

them to introduce the program to students, recent alumni, and junior faculty members. 

                                                 
3 A supplemental grant (ID# 053869) in 2005 allowed the national program office, in consultation with the 

national advisory committee, to recruit two additional scholars from 2005 to 2008. 

http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/eligibility-criteria-cohort-20-2013-2015
http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-scholars/current/scholar_profile.html
http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-scholars/alumni/alumni.html
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National program office staff host an informational breakfast for potential Scholars at 

annual meetings of the American Economic Association, American Political Science 

Association, and American Sociological Association. Current Scholars and alumni 

usually attend these breakfasts and describe their experiences in the program. In addition, 

the national program office hosts a general recruitment webinar to reach additional 

candidates. 

Over time, the program has had growing success attracting high-caliber Scholars. In 

1994ï1996, 71 percent of Scholars came from the top 25 departments in their fields; from 

2005 to 2010, that figure was 90 percent. Many entering Scholars have received 

prestigious awards during their graduate studies: 

ǒ Some 81 Scholars received awards for either best doctoral dissertation or best 

graduate student paper. 

ǒ Five Scholars received the American Sociological Association's Best Dissertation 

Award. 

Recruiting Minority Scholars  

From its inception, the program has been committed to recruiting Scholars from diverse 

racial and ethnic groups. RWJF and the national program office understood that drawing 

minority Scholars to the program was important to ensure program diversity and to 

ensure that minority perspectives inform health policy research and, ultimately, health 

policy. 

In the early years, attracting a diverse applicant pool proved challenging, as the number 

of minority students in economics, political science, and sociology doctoral programs 

across the nation was small. The national program office worked with current Scholars 

and alumni, as well as with chairs and faculty of economics, political science, and 

sociology departments to identify and actively recruit minorities. 

Approaches to identifying and recruiting minority candidates over time have included: 

ǒ Adding explicit language to the call for applications, the program website, and all 

promotional materials that encourage applications from candidates in groups 

historically underrepresented in economics, political science, and sociology 

ǒ Adding video content to the websiteðsuch as interviews with Scholars and alumnið

that presents a visual indication of the programôs commitment to diversity 

ǒ Appointing distinguished minority scholars to the national advisory committee 

ǒ Creating an Ambassadors Program in which alumni contact and engage potential 

minority candidates, encouraging them to apply 
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Minority representation among Scholars has increased substantially over time. In the first 

five years of the program, no more than one minority Scholar was chosen in any year. 

Over the decade 2003ï2012, 30 percent of Scholars chosen were members of minority 

groups. Of the 47 minority Scholars recruited from the program's inception through 2012: 

ǒ Twenty (43%) were Black. 

ǒ Sixteen (34%) were Asian or Pacific Islander. 

ǒ Nine (19%) were Hispanic. 

ǒ Two (4%) were from other minority groups or were biracial. 

 Annual Meeting  

The program holds an annual meeting in late May or early June. From 1996 through 

2009, meetings were held in Aspen, Colo. Starting with 2010, the meeting has been held 

in a different area of the country each year. 

The annual meeting brings together Scholars from three cohortsðthose completing their 

first year, those completing their second year, and those about to enter the program. Site 

directors, members of the national advisory committee, site faculty, alumni, national 

program office and RWJF staff, and participants in other RWJF human capital programs 

also attend. In order to facilitate networking, program staff circulates a list of the editorial 

affiliations of all meeting participants and encourages Scholars to connect with attendees 

who may be editors or editorial board members of journals in which they have an interest. 

During the meetings, second-year Scholars present the research they have carried out 

while in the program, while first-year Scholars introduce their research topics and test 

ideas about hypotheses and methodology. 

This ñAll Scholars, All the Timeò format has been embraced enthusiastically by Scholars 

and other program participants as the standard for all future annual meetings of the 

program. 

Promoting the Work  

To promote the program to candidates and universities, the national program office 

annually updates the program website to include a brief description of each host 

university, biographical information for current Scholars and program leaders, and a list 

of collaborating faculty and program alumni. 

The national program office also annually produces an internal program directory with 

contact information for current Scholars, alumni, national advisory committee members, 

project directors, key faculty, and national program office and RWJF staff. 

http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-program/program-michigan.html
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Burness Communications of Bethesda, Md., provided a range of media support services 

to Scholars and alumni in the early years of the program. In 2008, RWJF commissioned 

IQ Solutions, a Rockville, Md.-based firm to provide these services to the Scholars 

program and other RWJF human capital programs. 

These services include workshops held at each university to help Scholars learn how to 

present their research in popular media outlets, and ad hoc services to help individual 

Scholars and alumni place op-ed articles or prepare for media interviews. 

Interaction with Other RWJF Hum an Capital  Programs  

RWJF sponsors other programs involving researchers in universities, including: 

ǒ Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Clinical Scholars Program (See Program Results) 

ǒ Investigator Awards in Health Policy Research (See Program Results). The 

Investigator Awards program is moving to Boston University as of January 2013. 

Cohen will direct both the Investigator Awards and Scholars programs. See Going 

Forward for information about the move. 

ǒ Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Health & Society Scholars (See Program Results) 

As of 2012, one of the Clinical Scholars Program sites and three of the Health & Society 

Scholars program sites overlap with the three sites in the Scholars in Health Policy 

Research program. Site directors and national program office staff develop opportunities 

for Scholars and Fellows from these different programs to meet each other and work 

together: 

ǒ Site directors have encouraged Scholars from other programs to attend this program's 

seminars, brown bag lunches, and research presentations. 

ǒ Scholars from the Clinical Scholars Program, the Health & Society Scholars 

program, and the Harold Amos Medical Faculty Development Program4 attend the 

Scholars in Health Policy Research program annual meeting. 

ǒ Scholars from the Health Policy Research program attend annual meetings of the 

Clinical Scholars Program, the Health & Society Scholars program, and the 

Investigator Awards program. 

In June 2005, the program collaborated with the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 

Health Policy Fellows program (see Program Results for more information on this 

                                                 
4 The Harold Amos Medical Faculty Development Program provides four-year awards for postdoctoral 

research to physicians and dentists from historically underrepresented groups who are committed to 

developing careers in academic medicine and dentistry, improving the health of underserved populations, 

furthering understanding, and eliminating health disparities. For more information, see the programôs 

website (www.amfdp.org) and the Program Results (www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-

research/2009/09/harold-amos-medical-faculty-development-program.html).  

http://www.burnesscommunications.com/
http://www.iqsolutions.com/
http://rwjcsp.unc.edu/
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2011/08/robert-wood-johnson-clinical-scholars-program.html
http://www.ihhcpar.rutgers.edu/org_units/default.asp?v=2&o=10
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2011/10/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-investigator-awards-in-health-pol.html
http://www.healthandsocietyscholars.org/
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2011/12/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-health---society-scholars.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2012/02/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-health-policy-fellows0.html
http://www.amfdp.org/
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2009/09/harold-amos-medical-faculty-development-program.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2009/09/harold-amos-medical-faculty-development-program.html
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program) to conduct a three-day Health Policy Synergy Workshop at the Institute of 

Medicine in Washington.5 The workshop encouraged policy research discourse among 

participants of both programs with the aim of prompting collaboration between Scholars 

and Fellows on important health policy issues of mutual interest. The workshops 

expanded in 2006 to include several other RWJF human capital programs and continued 

through 2008, when the Health Policy Fellows Program discontinued them due to 

funding cuts by RWJF. 

RWJF has used the Scholars in Health Policy Research program as a model to design and 

manage other human capital national programs. The most recent example is the RWJF 

Health & Society Scholars program, which equips researchers to investigate the social, 

behavioral, environmental, and biological determinants of health and to develop 

intervention strategies that encompass and integrate these determinants to improve the 

health of populations. 

The national program office has also advised program designers involved in establishing 

fellowship programs at other universities, other foundations, and federal agencies. 

Program Evolution  

The program has evolved over time, both in response to evaluations and as the national 

advisory committee, the site directors, and the national program staff have recognized 

and addressed problems and challenges. In particular, the program changed some Scholar 

selection criteria and developed special strategies to recruit economists. For information 

about how the program has evolved, see Appendix 2. 

EVALUATIONS  

RWJF commissioned two external and two internal evaluations of the program: 

ǒ Prior to program renewals in 1997 and 2001, RWJF commissioned the external 

evaluations. 

ǒ RWJF commissioned a self-assessment by the national program office in 2004 and 

again in 2008. 

See Appendix 3 for a description of the methodology, results, and findings of the 1997 

and 2001 evaluations. 

In the 2004 and 2008 self-evaluations, the national program office examined the quality 

and diversity of entering Scholars, the programôs impacts on alumni, alumni influence on 

health policy thinking, and program impacts on participating universities and faculty. It 

                                                 
5 ID# 053283. 
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drew largely upon program data files, interviews with site directors and faculty, and 

correspondence with alumni and current Scholars to conduct these evaluations. 

Since 2008, the national program office has continued to track a variety of measures of 

program effectiveness and impact, and reported results to RWJF periodically. 

OVERALL PROGRAM RESU LTS  

The national program office cited the following results in reports to RWJF: 

ǒ As of July 2012, 200 Scholars had completed the two-year fellowship: 64 

economists, 71 political scientists, and 65 sociologists. An additional 18 were 

currently enrolled. See the program website for a list of current Scholars, their 

biographies and selected publications, and for a list of alumni. Only two Scholars did 

not complete the program. One of those continues to participate in program-related 

activities and sits on the programôs national advisory committee. 

This report includes profiles of 13 Scholars (for a link to each profile, go to the 

Scholar Profile List). 

ǒ As of November 2011, 163 alumni held academic appointments at universities 

and colleges: 

ð Some 33 were full professors, 63 were associate professors, and 67 were assistant 

professors. 

ð Of the full professors, five were provosts or deans at top universities; six were 

department chairs; eight were faculty chairs, directors or co-directors of research 

centers or institutes; and nine were chairs or directors of academic programs. 

ǒ Some 78 percent of tenure-eligible Scholars had received tenure as of November 

2011. Of 116 Scholars who had received their degrees before 2004ðand, thus, had 

been out of graduate school for the seven or more years considered typical for tenure 

considerationð90 (or 77.6%) had received tenure. In addition, two alumni who had 

received their degrees more recently were tenured. 

ǒ As of July 2012, Scholar alumni had published 39 books, 167 book chapters, and 

915 peer-reviewed journal articles about health policy or health. They had also 

published 73 books, 301 chapters, and 843 peer-reviewed articles on other topics in 

their fields. Of the health-related articles: 

ð Some 657 appeared in health-related journals such as Health Affairs, Health 

Services Research, and the Journal of the American Medical Association. 

ð Some 258 of the articles appeared in discipline-related (economic, political 

science, or sociology) journals such as the American Economic Review, American 

Sociological Review, and the Journal of Politicsðamong the elite disciplinary 

journals according to Program Director Cohen. 

http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/
http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-scholars/current/scholar_profile.html
http://www.healthpolicyscholars.org/sub-scholars/alumni/alumni.html
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ǒ Some 68 different alumni have produced a total of 198 works that have been 

cited in the literature at least 75 times each. The 12 most often-cited publications 

each received at least 300 citations. 

ǒ Alumni have successfully pursued and secured research funding from both 

public and private sources: 

ð As of November 2011, alumni had obtained at least 313 grants (either as principal 

investigator or co-principal investigator) from numerous federal agencies (e.g., 

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, National Institute on 

Aging, National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, National Institute on 

Drug Abuse, National Institutes of Health, National Science Foundation, and the 

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration), as well as from 

large private foundations (e.g., John A. Hartford Foundation, Pew Charitable 

Trusts, and Russell Sage Foundation). 

ð Alumni also had obtained 62 grants from various RWJF research programs, 

including the Investigator Awards in Health Policy Research (also see Program 

Results), Substance Abuse Policy Research Program (also see Program Results) 

and Changes in Health Care Financing and Organization (for more information 

see Program Results). 

ǒ Alumni hold or have held 149 editorial affiliations with 101 different journals. 

Positions include editor, co-editor, associate editor, or editorial board member. 

ǒ More than three dozen alumni have held key public positions: 

ð As of June 2012, some 46 had served on health-related scientific advisory panels 

for such organizations as the Institute of Medicine and the National Science 

Foundation. In addition, 32 had served on discipline-related scientific advisory 

panels for such organizations as the Federal Communications Commission. 

ð As of August 2012, six had served or were serving as staff economists for the 

President's Council of Economic Advisers, including one as chief economist and 

five as senior economists for health policy or for labor, education, and welfare. 

ð Two have served in high-ranking positions in the Treasury Department and the 

National Institute of Mental Health. 

ǒ Alumni have distinguished themselves academically. As of June 2012, they had 

received 105 post-program national honors and awards from major disciplinary and 

health policy professional associations and organizations. 

ǒ Alumni have taught 108 courses in health policy in their respective departments 

and schools as of June 2012. 

http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2011/10/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-investigator-awards-in-health-pol.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2011/10/robert-wood-johnson-foundation-investigator-awards-in-health-pol.html
http://www.rwjf.org/en/research-publications/find-rwjf-research/2012/01/substance-abuse-policy-research-program.html
http://www.rwjf.org/pr/product.jsp?id=25914
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ǒ In 2009, alumni, faculty, and members of the national advisory committee 

helped to create the Section on Health Politics and Policy within the American 

Political Science Association (APSA). Several alumni hold or have held elected 

positions within the section and also within the Section on Public Policy (the fourth 

largest section among 49 sections of the APSA). 

LESSONS LEARNED  

1. Create cohesiveness within each cohort of Scholars/Fellows. The "chemistry" 

among Scholars at each site and within each cohort is important to creating a 

community of Scholars. Program components such as the Working Papers and, most 

importantly, the annual meeting help to create a sense of community. (National 

Program Director/Cohen; Deputy Director/Connor) 

2. Scholar selection criteria should include not only intelligence, but other factors 

as well. Additional important criteria are strong interpersonal skills and capacity to 

appreciate the views and perspectives of people from other disciplines and people 

with different perspectives. This requires national program office staff and national 

advisory committee members to be open-minded and flexible when selecting and 

supervising Scholars. They have to hold Scholars accountable for participating 

actively in the program, engaging with one another, and contributing to the field of 

health policy research. (National Program Director/Cohen; Deputy Director/Connor) 

3. Engage in assertive, targeted efforts to recruit minority Scholars and Fellows. 

National program office efforts to actively recruit minorities paid off. These efforts 

included adding language to all program documents encouraging minorities to apply, 

appointing minorities to the national advisory committee, and engaging alumni 

Scholars as ambassadors to recruit minorities. As a result, minorities have comprised 

from 31 percent to 44 percent of Scholars recruited annually since 2005. (National 

Program Director/Cohen; Deputy Director/Player; National Advisory 

Committee/Peterson) 

4. Develop strong site governance structures in order to avoid burnout among 

university site directors. University site directors play a more critical role in the 

program than originally anticipated. The active, ongoing, on-site presence of site 

directors has been essential to keeping the program on track. Over time, the sites have 

developed mechanisms for sharing responsibility, and all three have some form of 

steering or executive committee to assist the directors with program oversight. 

Each site has had a smooth transition in leadership at some point in the program. 

Berkeley and Michigan experimented with co-directors but later returned to a single 

site director with clearly defined support roles for other faculty members serving on 

the executive committee or as associate directors. (Site/McLaughlin; National 

Program Director/Cohen; Deputy Director/Connor; Evaluator/Shortell) 
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5. Conduct aggressive scholar recruitment and involve the national advisory 

committee, the national program office, RWJF staff, faculty from the sites, and 

current and former Scholars. Broad-based marketing strategies that solicit 

responses from a wide spectrum of recent PhDs have proven less useful than more 

targeted and focused strategies that rely on personal or professional connections with 

individual departments and faculty members who will nominate the best candidates. 

The Ambassador Program, in which alumni Scholars visit select universities and meet 

with specific potential Scholars, has proved an effective recruitment strategy, 

especially for minorities. (RWJF Program Officer/Colby; Evaluator/Shortell; National 

Advisory Committee/Peterson, Mechanic; National Program Director/Cohen). 

6. Expose Scholars to policy settings by means other than a Washington internship. 

The program had originally incorporated a Washington internship opportunity for 

Scholars, but many did not wish to move multiple times during a two-year fellowship. 

The program has instead focused on steering Scholars toward academic careers in 

disciplinary departments or professional schools, and also by conducting workshops 

with other Scholar/Fellow programs to broaden the Scholars' views. 

In 2011, Paula M. Lantz, PhD, a Scholar alumna and then-program director at the 

University of Michigan, brought Michigan Scholars to Washington for two days, 

where they met with key policy-makers in executive and legislative branch 

organizations. According to Cohen, ñScholars loved this experience and learned from 

it, so we are going to formalize it and involve all sites.ò (National Program 

Director/Cohen; RWJF Program Officer/Colby; Evaluator/Palmer) 

7. Use publishing opportunities as a way to impact health policy. The program can 

provide a forum for a larger discussion of health policy, particularly through the 

publications of its alumni and Scholars. The Foundation contracts with outside 

communications firms to provide media support and advice to Scholars regarding 

how to write and submit articles and opinion pieces for newspapers and other media. 

(National Program Director/Cohen; Deputy Director/Player; Evaluator/Shortell) 

8. Promote national advisory committees of human capital programs reaching 

decisions by consensus rather than by vote. National advisory committee members 

enjoy several features of the program, but their success in selecting Scholars based on 

consensus has enhanced the deliberative process and makes their service on the 

committee a positive experience. (National Advisory Committee/Peterson) 

9. Be prepared to invest in a human capital program for a long time. Cohen says, 

ñThis takes time. It has taken a generation to see that the program has met its original 

goalsðwe have created a generation of nearly 200 Scholars, 85 percent of whom are 

in academic positions and virtually all of whom are engaged in health policy research. 

Yet, there is still a need. If the Scholars program went away, there would not be an 

infrastructure to continue the work.ò (National Program Director/Cohen) 
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GOING FORWARD  

RWJF reauthorized the program in May 2012 for three years. 

In fall 2011, as part of a larger decision to rotate some national program offices and 

national advisory committees, RWJF asked Cohen and other national program directors 

to ñre-competeò for their programs. It offered Cohen the opportunity to propose to direct 

the long-standing Investigator Awards in Health Policy Research as well. 

Cohen submitted a proposal to run both programs; in May 2012, RWJF approved his 

proposal. In addition to staff efficiencies resulting from combining the office, ñWe can 

offer more activities for both programs that would not be feasible with separate national 

program offices,ò he says. 

Several future activities will center on alumni of both programs. These include: 

ǒ Creating a mentoring network of alumni across both programs. ñWe will build 

an integrated, joint alumni mentoring network in which senior Scholar alumni and 

senior Investigators will be paired with current Scholars and recent alumni. This will 

promote collaboration among participants,ò said Cohen. 

ǒ Expanding alumni networking opportunities. The expansion includes sponsoring 

events at professional meetings where alumni of both programs tend to congregate, 

increasing the number of alumni receptions held at professional meetings, and 

holding periodic regional alumni meetings to promote greater synergy between 

alumni of both programs. 

ǒ Expanding opportunities for Investigators. This would include attending the 

Scholars in Health Policy Research annual meetings in the same way that Scholars 

now attend Investigators annual meetings. 

Cohen also plans to start or formalize activities within each program: 

ǒ For the Investigator Awards program, he plans to organize and conduct an annual 

health policy briefing session that will showcase findings produced by Investigators, 

and biennially sponsor an Investigator-led research conference that will produce an 

edited volume of research papers based on their work. 

ǒ For the Scholars in Health Policy Research program, he plans to build the two-day 

Washington visits with health policy officials into the ongoing structure of the 

Scholar experience. 

He also plans to establish a Research Impact Advisory Council composed of Scholar 

alumni who have been successful in informing health policy. ñWe will seek their 

advice in devising strategies for broader and more effective dissemination of 

Scholarsô research findings to policy-makers and other audiences,ò Cohen said. 
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In addition, the number of Scholar Ambassadors will be increased to help in 

recruiting a diverse pool of future Scholars. 

An Ongoing Challenge: Assessing Long -Term Program Effects  

Both of the early external evaluators remarked on the difficulties inherent in assessing the 

effects of the program: 

ǒ Would Scholars' careers have been different without the program? 

ǒ How do RWJF Scholars compare with comparable Scholars in other programs? 

ǒ If there is an increase in interdisciplinary research at universities participating in the 

program, to what extent is the increase due to that participation and to what extent is 

it due to a more general appreciation of the value of interdisciplinary work? 

Cohen says, ñThis remains an issue for the future and I would like to know the answer 

too. These questions are difficult if not impossible to answer.ò The national program 

office developed indirect measures to determine whether the program has influenced the 

field of health policy research. These measures include publications and citations and 

changes in university curricula or program offerings. These measures are useful but they 

are not conclusive. 

Peterson, the national advisory committee chair, asks, ñWhen do we know we have come 

to the end? RWJF has always been extraordinary with its human capital programs, in that 

you donôt know for years and years whether these programs work. Once we get to the 

point where there are Scholars in top places in enough institutions, and they are training 

others, have the seeds the program planted become big tall redwoods?ò 

Prepared by: Mary Nakashian and Molly McKaughan  

Reviewed by: Robert Narus, Mary Geisz and Molly McKaughan  

Program Officer: Lori Melichar, PhD  

Program Area: Human Capital  

Program ID: HPR  

Program Director: Alan B. Cohen , ScD  (617) 353 -9222; abcohen@bu.edu  

Deputy  Program  Director: Catherine M. Player, MA  (617) 353 -9214; cmplayer@bu.edu  

mailto:abcohen@bu.edu
mailto:cmplayer@bu.edu
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APPENDIX 1  

Original Host University Selection Process  

The national program office, in consultation with RWJF staff and members of the 

national advisory committee, guided a process for soliciting and selecting host 

universities. 

In 1992, the national program office invited 18 academic institutions to apply to serve as 

hosts, and 13 submitted proposals. 

Initial criteria for consideration included nationally ranked departments in at least two of 

the three social science disciplines and one or more strong professional schools in public 

health, medicine, or public policy. 

Proposals were assessed based on: 

ǒ Clarity of understanding of program goals 

ǒ Quality, strength, and appropriateness of the training approach 

ǒ Administrative structure 

ǒ Experience and qualifications of the proposed site director and key faculty 

ǒ Evidence of interest and support from relevant disciplinary departments 

ǒ Quality of the work plan 

ǒ Budget 

The national advisory committee selected seven universities for site visits and after the 

visits recommended three universities to RWJF: 

ǒ University of California at Berkeley and San Francisco (combined site) 

ǒ The University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Mich. 

ǒ Yale University, New Haven, Conn. 

RWJF accepted these recommendations. 


















