ARCISS workshop 18-19 March, University of Warwick

Fulfilling Our Potential: Managing First Class Social Science Research

Report

Introduction

1.  This workshop was focused on the challenges currently facing the management of social science research.  It was attended by 35 people, some ARCISS members, others new to ARCISS events.   A background paper on Some Current Trends and Issues for Social Science was available for participants: a copy is annexed.

2.  The workshop started with a keynote presentation from Roger Jowell, City University, of what he considers to be the main current challenges to first class social research.  Then there were three sessions, each with two parallel breakout groups, to discuss responses to the challenges from different management perspectives - leadership and team building; staff recruitment, retention and development; support systems - library, IT, administration; work planning and performance management; developing new funding streams; and working in partnership 

Keynote presentation: Challenges to First Class Social Research

3. Roger Jowell opened by stating that he saw two ways of approaching his task - either what is needed to protect the interests of social research (what he characterised as a ‘trades union perspective’) or what needs to be done to create ‘ a civilised research environment.’  He had decided to adopt the latter approach.  He did so under 4 broad headings.

i. Bending the iron law of the market

4. He noted that government, both national and the EU, had become the dominant funder of social research.  Research was clearly now embedded in policy development.  But government can be an unfriendly funder evidenced in

· inappropriate control of the researcher - as with interference in research design,  lack of commitment to publish, negotiation of report texts, publication delays, leaking.

· bad tendering practices - despite the excellent SRA guidance and the supposed influence of the Government Chief Social Researcher

· pursuit of the rapid (and vapid) - through overemphasis on speed, premature evaluations; he thought that the growth of media polls, think tanks and consultancies had encouraged the belief that all research need not take long.
In consequence academic researchers had been driven into the marketplace for funding, responding to funder’s themes and priorities, behaving competitively and opportunistically.  So a kind of Gresham’s Law was in operation - whereby bad research devalues good research - in which many academic researchers are complicit..

ii. Unresolved FAQs

5.  There are many aspects of social research on which surprisingly opinions and practices still diverge.  He noted 5 in particular -

· prevalence v salience - an overemphasis on description without much thought, analysis or interpretation to provide depth

· weather change v climate change - reliance on short term trends, lack of longitudinal data

· meticulousness v speed

· parochial v comparative - experience had taught him that one can learn much about Britain through comparison with other countries

· satisfaction v performance - the latter a truer measure, though often perverted in the choice of PIs.

iii. Double messages on dissemination

6.  Here he was concerned with dissemination to research users.  Despite the rhetoric about its importance, there are still many obstacles -

· it mostly goes unpaid - by either employers or clients

· getting in the RAE or The Sun - the HEIs value the former, the ESRC the latter!

· independence v involvement - does getting involved, eg as advisers, help or harm research reputations?

· shor-term contracts in HE - researchers are looking for the next job when they get to the dissemination stage.

iv. Divided we fall

7.  Roger observed that academic researchers seemed  to have a very weak sense of ‘professional citizenship.’  Consequently a number of important matters go unaddressed -

· campaigning - SRA, ALSISS, ARCISS are all active but do not have collective clout; in contrast ASRO and DORCISS (who merged in 1996 to become ARCISS) successfully achieved changes in VAT, overheads, recognition of IRIs.

· rules of engagement - other professions tackle unfair competition and bad client practices eg why not take action on limiting the number of tender invitations?

· distilling professional wisdom through training and development

· policing the boundaries by regulating unprofessional work - too often the inclination is to turn a blind eye.

8.  Roger Jowell’s final challenge was to ARCISS.  What should it do, in association with SRA, ALSISS, RAGnet and MRS as necessary?  He suggested that it should start campaigning vigorously on

commissioning and contracts 

budgets for dissemination

greater diversity of funding (not funders) and especially more responsive

   mode, unprioritised funding

the status of research in HEIs, especially the use of short term contracts

an ethical code

the distortions of the RAE

the status of social science in EU R&D.

Asked in subsequent discussion to nominate the top three issues for action, Roger chose

· getting the SRA guidance on commissioning to bite

· mainstreaming ethical practice as a condition of funding

· getting rid of short term contracts in HE research.

Response 1: Leadership and team building

9.  Ian Sanderson, the Policy Research Institute, Leeds Metropolitan University, lead this group.  It agreed that, in facing the challenges of the future. better management and leadership of research enterprises is needed.  But it is hard to define research leadership and how it differs from management, since much depends on context and circumstance.  But some key generic attributes were agreed to be  a capacity to inspire; high standards of honesty, trust and openness, a commitment to protect intrinsic values in sometime hostile environments.  Two particular challenges are to motivate project staff, especially where their contractual position is insecure, and to maintain a centre’s external presence and position.  ARCISS should help centre leaders to better understand their role and to develop their skills.

Response 2: Staff recruitment, retention and development

10.  This group was lead by Sheila Stoney of the National Foundation for Education Research.   The group was doubtful about the traditional PhD as a useful training for  research, especially in work where teamwork, speed of delivery, client satisfaction, usability are key requirements. In these settings 1-2 years is typically needed before researchers become effective - job rotation, placements and secondments, mentoring can all help.  Recruitment of graduates into research is not generally a problem, though there are skill deficits for quantitative researchers and for economists: could the European market be tapped more?  Retention is more a matter of intellectual than financial rewards and requires more attention to staff development and appraisal. There is a though real problem in the development of research managers in mid career.  ARCISS could do more to facilitate the sharing of practice - perhaps through its website - and to plug some of the training gaps.

Response 3: Support systems - library, IT, administration

11.  Nigel Bilsbrough, Centre for Research in Social Policy, Loughborough University, lead this group’s discussions.  Most of the discussion was about administration - indeed most of the participants were research administrators, leading one member to describe it as a ‘victim support group’!  The context for the discussion was the often held view of researchers that administration is a burden they could do without out; contrariwise, the members all argued that good administration should be a resource that improves the researchers’ creativity, productivity and professionalism.  ARCISS might develop - perhaps jointly with RAGnet - training for researchers in using admin support effectively.  The introduction of full economic costing (FEC) for research projects is a major change faced by researchers and administrators.  Another possible development noted was the use of service level agreements (SLA) between research centres and the central administration of HEIs.  

Response 4: Work planning and performance management

12.  This group was lead by Janet Askham, Institute of Gerontology, Kings College London. It focused on two aspects: the role of individual researchers and their team and the role of the centre and, in some cases, the HEI.  Work planning and performance centred round two issues: time and quality -

· time constraints are often a consequence of contractual terms, both in relation to the time for the task and to the time between tasks for reflection, development, personal research - fairer contracting procedures could help here.  But there are also practical issues about project support, progress review, time sheets, software on which ARCISS members might exchange experience.

· quality standards extend beyond research methods to project management , client relations, communication of results; with some of these it may be possible to set standards,  with others it may be better to establish incentives and rewards to achieve desired quality.

The groups’ general conclusion was that, on these issues, there was scope for fruitful sharing of experience among ARCISS members in both the HE and independent sectors.

Response 5: Developing new funding streams

13. Justine Schneider, Centre for Applied Social Studies, University of Durham lead discussion in this group.  It noted the increasing diversity of research funding, but also some marked shifts in balance between (in the HE sector) the Funding Councils’ RAE-related block grant and grant or contract income and also between responsive and prioritised funding.  The net effect is a greater dependence on meeting funders’ priorities.  Such research can have intellectual and financial benefits but the transaction costs are high, not just in bidding but in maintaining crucial relationships with funders.  The growing interest in and funding of knowledge transfer was also noted.  In these circumstances getting an optimum degree of diversification is important: is it better to have 50 projects with 30 clients or 80 projects with 10 clients?  ARCISS might consider how it could inform a better understanding of the different funders, their priorities and modus operandi.

Response 6: Working in partnerships

14.   Jim Skea, Policy Studies Institute, lead this group.  It noted the potential for 5 kinds of collaboration - 

· with peers - here chemistry matters and the transaction costs can be high, but it can be the right approach to create a capacity to match the task and  where skills are complementary; it can also be a way of learning and fun.

· with funders - currently there is experimentation in procurement procedures, especially with ’partnerships’ and ‘framework contracts’, though there is also evidence that some funders, particularly Research Councils, are attempting to ‘re-engineer’ research communities - perhaps ARCISS should monitor these developments.

· internationally -  the EC’s ambitions to create a ‘European Research Area’ were noted

· intedisciplinary - a strong current trend - or fashion?

· inter-institutional - VCs often wonder why their researchers are seemingly keener on collaboration outside rather than within their university:  the answer might be in the internal competitiveness that the RAE encourages.

Envoi

15.  In closing the workshop, after reports back from the groups, Jim Skea as Chair of ARCISS thanked the participants, not least for the many suggestions made for future work by ARCISS.  These would be considered in developing its future work programme.    

William Solesbury

April 2004

ANNEX

ARCISS workshop 18-19 March

Fulfilling Our Potential: Managing First Class Social Science Research

Background paper

Some current trends and issues for social science

1.  The workshop starts with a keynote presentation from Roger Jowell of what he considers to be the main current challenges to first class social research.  The there are three sessions, each with two parallel breakout groups, to discuss responses to the challenges from different management perspectives - such as staff development. funding, support services and so on.  This paper is intended to provide a brief tour d’horizon of what is currently happening in the world of social science as a background to the presentation and discussions.

Money

2.  Recent years have seen a large increase in funding for academic social science research.  A ball park figure is that approaching £500M is now available annually in the UK.  The big recent increases have been from the Research Councils (not just ESRC), government departments and agencies, and the EU (which has now firmly embraced social science in its Framework Programme); funding from the charities and business has been more stable.  But the greater selectivity of Funding Council grants has increased dependence on project funding for the viability of HE research.

3.  Accompanying this volume increase has been a diversification in the forms of funding.  The ESRC’s portfolio has expanded beyond centres, programme and grants into networks, seminar groups, fellowships.  Government departments have started again to core fund research centres and some are offering various forms of partnership funding deal.  The EU’s Sixth Framework Programme introduced new instruments - Networks of Excellence and Integrated Projects - calling for much larger projects.  A new inventiveness in funding modes is apparent.

4.  Evenso, the procedures used for inviting, assessing and awarding research funds remain cumbrous and costly for researchers - and probably clients too.  The SRA’s revised advice on Commissioning Research seems to have had little impact.

Research careers

5.  The expansion has increased the demand for researchers.  Some academic and government employers report recruitment difficulties.   Retention also is a problem in some fields - such as economics or management - where attractive, outside career opportunities exist.   ESRC  is increasingly striking co-funding deals (eg recently with ODPM and the Welsh Assembly Government) to achieve an expansion of training provision for new researchers, but this takes a long time to impact on the job market.   Moreover some question the continuing relevance of the traditional doctoral route into academic research, certainly outside the HEI sector.  But training  for new entrants into research or as part of continuing professional development is very fragmented and unsystematic. (What is the sector skills agency for researchers?)

6.  Over-reliance on short term contracts in the academic sector - less so in independent research centres or in government agencies - has also probably weakened the attraction of a career in research.  The new EC Directive on Fixed Term Work, seeking to equalise terms and conditions with ‘permanent’ workers may redress matters in due course.

Priorities

7.  There seems to have been a long term shift of social science research along the Frascati spectrum - relatively less basic research, more strategic and applied research - as government departments have expanded their research budgets and the Research Councils have become more utilitarian in their focus; restricted Funding Council funding may well exacerbate this trend.   

8.  At the same time there has been renewed commitment to the development of new research methods and associated skills training.  ESRC - under its present and previous Chief Executives - has taken up this cause.  There have been investments in a Research Methods programme, a national Research Methods Centre (and soon supporting subcentres), a new initiative on ‘e-social science’, as well as studentships and fellowships in this field.

Collaboration

9.  Collaboration has become a common expectation of research.  This includes 

· inter-disciplinarity, both within the social sciences and between social science and other disciplines (this strongly pushed by the Research Councils);

· cross-national collaboration, a sine qua non of EU funding where joint projects and mobility are seen as key contributions to the ambition if creating a European Research Area;

· inter-organisational collaboration, especially through consortia working on large scale projects.

Output

10.  The Commission on the Social Sciences’ 2003 report claimed that British social science produces a volume of publications second only to that from the USA.  But it was unable to find clear evidence of its quality or impact by international standards. The 2001RAE was generally held to show that social science had improved its quality relatively greater than many other disciplines.

Dissemination

11.  There is increasing talk, in the HEI sector, of a third function of knowledge transfer to set alongside the traditional teaching and research functions.   This seem strongly driven by the Treasury’s faith in science and technology as an engine of the modern economy.  The Lambert review reported recently on fostering stronger university-business relations: one consequence may be the emergence of the devolved administrations and Regional Development Agencies as new patrons of research.  Knowledge transfer is though predominantly framed in natural science and engineering terms; its definition and organisation in the social science context goes largely unexplored, though ESRC now have a commitment to foster knowledge transfer.

12.  Perhaps evidence based policy is how the knowledge transfer focus has latterly been expressed on social science?  The whole discourse around the role of research in policy and practice in recent years has raised the profile of social science, but also raised the stakes in terms of expectations.  Much of the research community remains ambivalent about this new role of expert.  There have though been some methodological consequences - for example, in more ambitious evaluations, more systematic reviews of existing research, more attention to research quality, and more interest in pilot studies.   

13.  But the skills and techniques of effective research communication remain under-developed, both in terms of the effective deployment of the full range of available media and the sophistication of researchers as communicators.  Commercial research practice here is streets ahead.

Public attitudes

14.  While government may increasingly want social science, its public reputation may not be so high.  Science as a whole has had a bad press in recent years through a succession of contentious applications - BSE, Alder Hey, foot and mouth, GM, MMR, cot deaths.  Maybe social science does not carry these risks, but it is bound to suffer from the general public distrust.

15.  Partly in response to this, there has been a new interest in research ethics with a plethora of codes, guidelines and procedures under development.

William Solesbury

ARCISS Policy Adviser

March 2004

