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Review of Science in the Home Office

Consultation Response by the Academy of Social Sciences

The Academy of Learned Societies for the Social Sciences is pleased to have the opportunity to respond to the recommendations in the Consultation Document relating to the use of Social and Natural Sciences in the Home Office. In preparing this response, the Academy has consulted its membership (via email) and received comments from a number of individuals and groups who have worked with, or undertaken research for, the Home Office.  These comments have formed the basis of our response.
The Academy represents 450 Academicians and 32 Learned Societies from all parts of the Social Sciences in the UK, including the British Society of Criminology, the British Psychological Society and the Social Research Association.  The individual Academicians include sociologists, criminologists, psychologists, economists and statisticians whose research fields are directly relevant to the work of the Home Office. 

The Academy of Social Sciences has hosted a number of seminars for our members and other social scientists in the recent past, to obtain views from the social science community for other consultations (such as the recent RCUK Review of Peer Review) and we would be very happy to arrange such an event if this could be of service to the OSI review panel, for example, if there are specific recommendations for change as a result of the review process. 
A general point we would wish to make at the outset is that while we are primarily concerned with the social sciences, in the experience of our members it is essential that the development and application of the ‘Hard Science’ aspects of the Home Office take account of factors drawing on the social sciences. At present the Home Office appears to bifurcate social and natural science as two separate constituencies, rather than recognizing their interdependency.  This means, for example, that there are commissioning streams for each but relatively little attention given to their interactions.  

Overall science strategy

In the view of our membership, the key issue for consideration is that the Home Office needs to set priorities and organise its own programmes of research with reference to research being carried out elsewhere, in universities, in private sector companies, by relevant charitable organisations and in Europe. This body of research needs to be monitored closely and its results used, rather than being duplicated or ignored, which has been the tendency in the past. 
Horizon Scans  

This is an important area of work and we would suggest that the Home Office might usefully put in place a more formal process for engaging the social science community in horizon scanning activities. We are not convinced that the Home Office's commissioning and research functions are scanning the available resources of the national academic community as imaginatively and as effectively as they might. It is a particular strength of social science currently that new interdisciplinary groups are able to bring to bear fresh thinking on issues such as issues of social, economic and geographic mobility and immigration and these new areas and research groups may easily escape the attention of Home Office staff.  

It might, for example, helpful to establish a ‘horizon scanning fund’ to support cross-disciplinary horizon scanning exercises each year from areas outside the traditional areas of criminology and forensic science. This might include engagement with private companies and charitable organisations working in areas of relevance to immigrant communities and judicial affairs, alongside the academic research community and should look at international as well as national trends.  Our extensive membership network of social science researchers makes the Academy of Social Sciences ideally placed to advise and assist with the establishment of such a function, perhaps in connection with the ESRC knowledge and people transfer programme. 

Existing research co-ordination and gap identification
We would like to stress again the importance of working collaboratively with policing and investigative agencies, as well as with commercial and charitable organisations who have a interest in looking into the implications of legal and illegal migration, social exclusion, money-laundering, organised crime and drug and alcohol related crime, so that the limited resources for research are used as effectively as possible. It is our belief that there has been a mutual failure to recognize a convergence of interests that could benefit both parties. The range of subjects included on the Research Development and Statistics (RDS) website indicates that the Home Office is aware of value of drawing together research from a broad range of policy areas that may be relevant and this approach is to be applauded. It is hoped that resources for this will be further developed.
Commissioning and managing new science
In this area, our members report experiencing inconsistency and inadequacy within different parts of the Home Office, in relation to both the commissioning of research and the management of research projects. In some cases this has led to severe frustration over short-term changes, delays in process, and changes to underlying assumptions during the course of carrying out contracts. In one case of which we are aware, the difficulties were so severe that the researchers felt obliged to write a formal letter of complaint about the conduct of the staff within the Home Office responsible for the project, following problems over the drafting of the report, which led to a failure to agree a form of the research findings which both parties would have been happy to see published. 

It is felt that there is need for a simplified and more efficient commissioning process and more transparency in communications between researchers, commissioning agencies and the staff directly involved in project management. There is a concern that in some areas the management of research seems to be overly influenced by the political agenda and that this may result in research reports that reflect more the message that officials wish to send, than the actual research findings.

There is also concern that the bidding process and awarding of contracts needs to reflect the fact that Full Economic Cost recovery is now mandated by the Treasury. Some of our membership report that FEC is not applied consistently across the Home Office and that this creates difficulties for teams of academic researchers responding to tenders.

Ensuring the quality and relevance of the work
There seems to be considerable scope for improving the interactions between academic researchers and Home office staff to ensure better mutual understanding. More investment could be made by the Home Office in better training for its staff in contract management and by bidders for better training for their staff in understanding of what is wanted by the government. We have previously discussed, with Dr Sue Duncan, the possibility that the Academy of Social Sciences might host a series of seminars bringing together younger researchers in academic institutions with staff within the civil service, to address this issue of capacity building and we would like to re-iterate this offer. 
Using science, for example in formulating policy
There is a concern among some of our members that the Home Office has not put in place systems to review systematically how the natural and social sciences are used and what their impact might be on the policy and practice of the organizations to which data and analysis are supplied. To some extent, this may be out of the hands of the Home Office Scientific staff, since ministers may wish to act on the basis of political considerations rather than scientific evidence. However, there is concern that reports made available to ministers should be published as a matter of routine, so that the extent to which decisions are rooted in the scientific evidence is more transparent.
We hope that these comments are helpful to the review panel. I’m sure you will appreciate that eliciting comments from a wide constituency such as our membership is quite a complex task and we have responded only to those questions where the views of our membership were decided and consistent across the range of disciplinary areas. We would welcome an opportunity for a follow up meeting to discuss any of the points in more detail.

