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Introduction





1.  ARCISS is the Association of Research Centres in the Social Sciences.  Our membership of 70 includes both university research centres and independent research centres outside the university sector.  ARCISS’s objectives are





to promote and advance rigorous social science research conducted according to stringent ethical standards for the benefit of society, the effective management of such research, appropriate infrastructural provision in which social science research and its practitioners may thrive, and the wide dissemination of the results of such research.





The research undertaken in members’ centres is mostly funded by grants from Research Councils and charities and contracts from companies and government agencies.  Much of it is therefore undertaken for funders who have practical requirements of the research.  Knowledge transfer is therefore a fundamental concern of ARCISS members.





2.  In our submission we focus on three aspects of the consultation paper that affect research centres.  This is not a narrow concern - for much, possibly most, research is conducted within such centres and their funding and management is therefore crucial to the productivity and quality of academic research as a whole.  The three issues of concern to ARCISS are -





the lack of recognition given to social science as a source of innovation


the importance of research centres  as the key organisation for the production and transfer of research-based knowledge


the need to improve research management.





These three concerns cross-cut the eight actions and 15 questions of the consultation paper.  But cross references are made to them in our detailed comments below.





�
Social science as a source of innovation





3.  The Consultation Paper refers to the 1998 White Paper Our Competitive Future with its call for a renewed focus on knowledge as the means of improving economic performance.  In its background paper it was stated that





a knowledge driven economy is one in which the generation and exploitation of knowledge has come to play the predominant part in the creation of wealth.  It is not simply about pushing back the frontiers of knowledge; it is also about the more effective use and exploitation of all types of knowledge in all manner of economic activity. (emphasis in the original).





While the Consultation Paper claims to be taking forward the White Paper agenda, it does so only in a restricted sense.  Its focus - as with so much OST thinking - is narrowly on science (meaning natural and biomedical science) and engineering on the one hand and industry (usually meaning manufacturing industry) on the other hand.  This narrowness is evident in paras 4 (references to scientific papers), 8 (industry and academia), 10 (manufacturing companies), 11 (technology-based projects), 16 (collaboration with industry).  Innovation as ‘the successful exploitation of new ideas, products, materials, techniques and processes’ (to quote para 3 of the Consultation Paper) which involves social science and/or public and private services seems not to merit attention.





4.  Yet the service sector is an expanding and very buoyant part of the modern economy.  The media, tourism, personal services, finance and retailing are as important economically as pharmaceuticals and engineering - and innovation matters to them too.  Social science is often the source of knowledge that stimulates product and process innovations in these sectors.  As well it can also inform process innovation in manufacturing and provide the evidence to improve public policy and public services.  ARCISS members are all making such contributions, for example, through research and development on 





man-machine interfaces - using linguistics, psychology and management


business productivity - in industry, transport, public services


learning processes - for application both in education and in the workplace


household income and expenditure patterns - a key factor in consumer marketing.





5.  A relevant and effective strategy to use the UK’s excellence in scientific research must widen its horizons.  And consequently recognise that measures which may seem appropriate for knowledge transfer between natural science and engineering and manufacturing industry (as proposed in paras 6 - 11 of the Consultation Paper) may not be appropriate across the wider spectrum of knowledge and across  all sectors of the economy.








The importance of research centres





6.  Research centres (sometimes called units or institutes) are the dominant organisational mode for academic research production.  Improving the excellence of the UK science base is therefore dependent on the performance of such centres.  But research policy and funding is rarely focused on them directly - rather the host institution or the individual researcher is the target for policy.  For example -





the RAE’s emphasis on scholarship and single-authored papers undermines the teamwork and knowledge sharing that centres foster


likewise the  problems which the RAE poses to multi-disciplinary work which again commonly characterises research centres


within HEIs financial models developed for teaching departments are inappropriate for research centres with high proportions of grant and contract income in their turnover


Funding Council resources often do not reach research centres, especially where they are not embedded in a teaching department


where such centres are embedded in departments, the quality of its research and its innovative potential may be underestimated and its staff not gain the recognition which their work merits.





7.  For all these reasons ARCISS believes that the Consultation Paper’s  proposals to improve the excellence of the science base (para 4ff), to encourage private investment in innovation (para 6ff), to facilitate knowledge transfer (para 8ff) and to promote regional networks (para 10ff) will not succeed fully unless they are designed specifically to engage with research centres, rather than - in the university research centre case - just with their host institutions.  For any of the measures proposed in paras  4-11 of the Consultation Paper, this might be done directly.








Improved research management





8.  To be effective the innovation process within organisations requires conscious management.  This is equally true of the production of research.  ARCISS would therefore argue that a fourth priority should be added to those listed in para 5 of the Consultation Paper which is





to improve the management of scientific research.





Such management must concern itself with the effectiveness and efficiency of research production - surely a necessary condition for any increased level of public funding of academic research.  But it should also explicitly address other developments proposed in the paper, including more emphasis on multi-disciplinary research, balancing core funding and grant income (both in para 5), intellectual property rights, risk management (para 7), knowledge transfer (para 8), local and regional engagement (para 10).  





9.  In the experience of ARCISS members, achieving none of these is straightforward.  Nor should it be assumed that the management capacity to do so is currently strong within academic research.  At all levels - from PIs as project managers, through research programme managers, senior managers of centres, to the strategic managers of institutions - there is a need for an investment in management development.  The poor record of most - though not all - institutions in managing the performance and development of contract research staff is evidence of their lack of managerial sophistication.  So, action on management development is a necessary component of a Science and Innovation Strategy.
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