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Introduction

The mission of this Academy is to promote excellence in the social sciences, particularly in relation to inter-disciplinary and cross-disciplinary scholarship. The response of the Academy does not, therefore, address discipline-specific issues which are better made by member learned societies. Our intention is to provide general but substantive suggestions under the major headings.

The primary issues of concern arise in the context of the social sciences overall, and these are reflected in the detailed commentary below. They are;

· the relatively low importance attached to the social sciences

· the narrow basis of funding for social science research

· the artificial distinctions between science and social science research concerns

· the lack of sufficient social science expertise on the advisory boards

· the need to promote inter-disciplinary and cross-disciplinary research

· the need to provide a training framework which is relevant to the social sciences

In addition to these points, the Academy is concerned to see the relationship between research, policy and public understanding improved in a dynamic way, bringing together those involved at stages where the interaction between parties can inform research in a fruitful way. This would go beyond funding specific activities, and suggests a need for Councils to develop the expertise to bring partners together in the research process.

The Academy would also like to draw attention to the creation and work of its Commission on the Future of the Social Sciences, chaired by Professor David Rhind, CBE. We would ask that the OST note this in their Annexe A (Other Studies in Progress).

These issues and others are taken up in detail below, where the comments are ordered according to the invitation to contribute to the Second Stage of the Quinquennial Review rather than in order of importance.

A - mission, structure and governance

a) the missions of the Research Councils including their international perspective;

· the Research Councils should include international collaboration in their mission, and find practical measures to achieve that mission

· the Research Councils should work together to ensure that the UK derives maximum benefit from the establishment of the EU’s European Research Area

· consideration should be given to shifting ‘responsibility for the promotion of public understanding of science in their own field’ to the Department of Education and Training, where unified, specialised and coordinated activities to achieve this goal could be properly funded

· the charters of the Research Councils should be formally linked

b) the role of the Councils as providers of research (eg. through Council institutes) as well as funders;

· the role of Councils in “providing” research should go beyond making results available, so that the Councils can identify areas of expertise for business or government departments. A model of change that divides research from knowledge transfer is unlikely to be successful in the social sciences, and the Councils need to explore more interactive mechanisms to link researchers and those likely to be interested in results

· consideration should be given to exploit the unique expertise of the Research Councils, by virtue of being able to ‘look both ways’, to academia as well as users such as government and business/industry. Research Councils could have a self-funding unit that provides a research information service, drawing on its knowledge base of both academic experts and specific research areas. This high quality knowledge is currently embedded but unaccessed within the data held in files and by the officers

· research teams could be funded in a more flexible way, thus overcoming restrictions stemming from the particularities of location and institutional affiliation

c) managing the Councils’ place in the “tripartite” regime of knowledge transfer, research and teaching;

· as noted in A, b) above, research-based policy is unlikely to thrive within a framework where research and knowledge transfer are separated, and more needs to be done to ensure that policy makers and service users are aware of the possible benefits of involving researchers and research within review frameworks.

· as part of that process, efforts to make research and its implications publicly available should be rewarded, and funded, by the Councils, as other elements within the research framework do not promote this aspect of work

· we do not see that the Research Councils have a viable or appropriate role in relation to exploitation and technology transfer, if that implies ‘profit-making’. Such a change would require significant change to the structure and funding, particularly of the ESRC, and have implications for the ethos of research

· Research Councils should sponsor and support ‘state of the art’ reviews in scientific fields, written for non-specialists. Such reviews currently go unrewarded by the Research Assessment Exercise, despite their outstanding value as a form of knowledge transfer.

d) the optimum top level governance of the Councils;

· although the comments made in A b) and A c) above imply improved links with business and government, we do not believe that this can be secured by lay membership of the Council alone

· we do not believe that lay membership should be extended. It is our view that lay members do not devote sufficient time to the tasks, resulting in a heavier load for the academic members, and thereby a sharp reduction in the level of representation that is possible within the body of people that is responsible for key recommendations

· we would also welcome better coordination between the Research Councils, and, as a result, less segregation of areas of research activity

e) the optimum structure of the Councils;

· although a constant concern of the Academy is the level of funding with comparison to other areas, we recognise that the social sciences are not alone. Given the extent of the overlaps in many areas of research, we would in particular wish to see the importance of Arts and Humanities recognised by the establishment of the AHRB on an equal footing to the other Research Councils

· in specific terms, we believe that there is further attention to be paid to the interface between society and science, and the social, political and psychological processes involved in ‘scientific’ problems, in domains such as environment, energy, technology, etc. 

· The Academy would also advance the idea that links with business and government should be promoted at officer level by encouraging fluidity of movement between Councils and academia

· inward and outward secondments of staff would assist this process

f) promoting cross-Council working and working across the sciences and arts/humanities;

· The Academy would wish to encourage all measures to promote cross-Council working and working across the Sciences, Social Sciences and Arts and Humanities. A major obstacle to such working is the fact that the ESRC does not work alone, but works in a research environment where such influences as the RAE work directly counter to the promotion of cross-disciplinary work. While whole-heartedly supporting efforts that the ESRC is already making, its impact is likely to be minimal while the funds it has at its disposal are small in comparison with other Councils, other funding bodies in the Sciences, or the allocation of funding through the RAE

· for multi-funder projects, two serious problems are lack of effective avenues for coordination between councils and from councils to researchers prior to a final proposal, and time delays in dealing with projects that involve more than one funding agency

B – priorities and decision-making

a) management of the “national research portfolio” supported through the science budget;

· The Academy welcomes the idea of a national research portfolio. However, to talk seriously about managing such a portfolio implies a change in orientation which would have to take into account a number of important elements. A “portfolio” implies a capability to bring research together, and to make it available to policy-makers, change agents and a wider public in a way which is currently not possible, and reinforces the need for better networking between the Councils, business and government and researchers

· management of a national research portfolio also implies constructive management of the national research resource, and in particular the damage which is done to the careers of researchers who are obliged to develop within a framework of short-term projects and short contract work. There is some concern that this has a disproportionately negative effect in the Social Sciences, and that the position may be exacerbated by the EU Directive on Working Conditions. This is an area that needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency

· the priorities of genomics, e-science and basic technology must attend to problems associated with the management of human behaviour. Accordingly, much more input and support is needed for basic and systematic social science investigation

b) methodology for setting priorities:

· in preparing proposals for Spending Reviews;
· there needs to be more opportunity for public comment on priorities at all levels before they are adopted

· tight time-scales are not conducive to the achievement of measured responses, nor will they foster commitment to the outcomes

· the relationship between documents concerning priorities and what actually gets funded is often unclear

· in allocating funds between Councils following a Spending Review;

· as has been noted above, the level of funding to the social sciences is still not adequate to meet the purposes of the OST

· in allocating funds within a Council;

· The Academy would wish to stress the importance of basic, theoretical research, a need that is currently met mainly through the responsive mode of research funding. We would not wish to see the proportion of funding allocated to the responsive mode reduced. Indeed, we would rather see this form of funding increased

· as a corollary, the ESRC should devote itself to enhancing research, using feedback intelligently, and seeking research partners, leaving as far as is possible the funding of top-down priorities directly through interested government departments

· a major area of concern relates to research training, and the rigid way in which the Councils interpret this function. There is a need to address the continuing and career-long needs of researchers to update their skills that cannot easily be met within the present framework

d) the operation of peer review

· The Academy has two areas of concern in relation to peer review. The value of the peer review system is entirely dependent upon the extent to which it commands the respect of the research community, and a certain degree of transparency is essential. Since learned and professional bodies are frequently involved in other aspects of peer review, it would seem wise to use the established processes of those bodies where possible, to ensure that the process is understood and valued

· the other concern is the huge cost of the review process in terms of person-hours spent. A radical evaluation of the peer review process might be prompted if the Councils paid reviewers for their time, or, at the very least, conducted a cost-benefit analysis of the time taken to gather 6 referees reports, discuss them in committee, and gets four evaluation reviews at end of the research

· at present, the review process is used to find, not develop and improve research proposals. Arrangements should be re-considered with a view to permitting revision and re-submission

C – relations between the Research Councils and their clients

a) ii)
the effectiveness of the Research Councils’ engagement with their clients;

· comment has already been made about the need for promoting inter-disciplinary and cross-disciplinary research. However, we would wish to emphasise the need for ensuring that new areas at the margins of established disciplines are given sufficient support. A number of crucial areas of this type have been identified within the social sciences over the last decade, and doubtless others will be identified in the future. The role of the Councils, and especially the ESRC in supporting the early growth of such research areas is particularly important, given the discipline-based organisation of many of the other mechanisms operating in HEIs. The Councils need better engagement with the research community to ensure that they can support these emergent areas of work

· other areas where links with industry, commerce and government could be strengthened have been noted in A b) and A d) above

a) iii)
role of Research Councils in postgraduate and post-doctoral training and the career structure for researchers;

· while the Academy supports the efforts to ensure adequate training at postgraduate and post-doctoral levels, there is some concern that the arrangements under which it is provided are excessively rigid, and in particular that such a formulaic approach does not meet the needs of the Social Science community adequately

· we would argue that there needs to be more flexibility in programmes of research training

· extra funding is needed for one year research training degrees, and for expansion of funding opportunities at doctoral and postdoctoral levels in the social sciences

· we would also suggest that there should be a systematic survey of how research training opportunities are used, and whether those skills are effectively contributing to the construction of a national portfolio of research skills

· any research work that is effectively for Government departments should be paid for directly, or as a legitimate component of project funding

· good data on what happens to Research Council-supported postgraduates and postdoctoral fellows after leaving their posts need to be collected and analysed

b) Standards of service

· the lack of overheads on charitable grants is a serious problem. Most universities quite understandably consider such grants to be ‘costly’, regardless of research merit, quality and the value-added to research activity in the sector. Consideration should be given to the provision of complementary overheads directly from the HEFC when grants are received from charities

D – Councils’ management and internal processes

f) cross-Council processes at interface with clients.

· some concern has been expressed that the level of co-ordination between Councils, as experienced by the research community, is poor. It would be helpful if there could be greater uniformity of such processes as application procedures, submission dates, patterns of postgraduate training (where these are prescriptive), and so on

· individual arrangements for support functions of each of the co-located Research Councils is unlikely to be cost-effective.

Professor Ian Forbes

On behalf of the Council of the Academy of Learned Societies for the Social Sciences
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