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RESPONSE TO HOUSE OF LORDS COMMITTEE ON SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY CONSULTATION ON THE ROLE AND FUNCTION OF DEPARTMENTAL CHIEF SCIENTIFIC ADVISERS

WHO WE ARE
The Academy of Social Sciences exists to be the voice of the social sciences in the UK for the public benefit. It comprises 750 individual Academicians, drawn from across the social sciences in the academic, policy and practice communities, together with 42 member learned societies, giving a total reach of 87,000 social scientists. Member learned societies include the British Psychological Association, the British Sociological Association, the British Academy of Management, the Royal Geographical Society, the Royal Statistical Society, the Royal Town Planning Institute and both the Government Economic Service and the Government Social Research service.
In January this year, the Academy sponsored the launch of the Campaign for Social Science, to raise the public profile of social science. The Campaign Board includes Professor Paul Wiles (a former Chief Social Scientist), and Barbara Doig and Diana Wilkinson (both former Chief Researchers at the Scottish Government) among its members.
INTRODUCTION

Social science is critical to the well being of the United Kingdom. It enables us to understand social issues, social structures and social change and, importantly, how people understand and respond to the world around them behaviourally. These insights are crucial to ensuring that policy makers understand the nature of social problems, both current and emerging, and can design policies which are well-targeted, appropriate and work as intended. 
Complex cross cutting policy issues and themes such as children, ageing society, behaviour change, the recent riots and the “Big Society” require inputs from social science (and indeed multi disciplinarity generally) at policy development and review stages. There are many examples of social science enquiry techniques such as surveys, qualitative research, policy pilots and evidence reviews, proving their value in understanding policy problems and solutions. If social scientific advice is not available there is a risk that opportunities will be missed to draw fully on the insights which social science can offer.
In the current financial climate it is particularly important that scarce resources are spent wisely; without the understanding that social science can bring, there is a particular risk that government funding will not be allocated appropriately and to best effect.
ACADEMY POSITION
We argue that the Government Chief Scientific Adviser and Departmental Chief Scientific Advisers are not adequately equipped to advise on the social scientific aspects of the scientific advice given to Ministers. Hence there are risks that policy is not informed by the 
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best evidence. Despite their best endeavours, it is unrealistic to expect DCSAs to have a grasp of the evidence base for policy across both physical science and social science. 
Also there are weaknesses within government in the processes for making effective use of social science in decision making. 
We recognise and value the efforts of current post holders, particularly the Government Chief Scientific Adviser, to secure the understanding of the issues surrounding the contributions of both physical science and social sciences to policy, but we consider it is a challenging task.

The situation is compounded by an absence of (non economic) social science advice at senior levels within government, which means that relevant social science contributions are not identified and given sufficient consideration. Government social scientists are not formally represented on the CSA Group. There has been a downgrading of the internal social scientific capacity in central departments over the last few years and there has been a similar downward trend in senior level representation of social scientists within Departments and Devolved Administrations. The result is that social science has a less powerful voice in advising Ministers and in departmental decision making generally. 
We recognise that Departments will vary in how their CSAs are supported and the details of individual department’s capacity will reflect the nature of their business, but each department needs an effective mix of physical science and social scientific expertise based on collaborative working between different professional groups. Social science must be an integral part of the scientific contribution and must be represented at the right level.

We note that the Chair of the House of Commons Science and Technology Committee, Mr Andrew Miller MP, commented publicly on 8th June 2011 to welcome the appointment of James Richardson, saying: “It is essential that all departments across Whitehall receive the best natural and social scientific advice…” (highlighting added by us). Also that 
Our focus in this submission is therefore at the level of the UK Government Chief Scientific Adviser (GCSA) and the network of Departmental Chief Scientific Advisers (DCSAs) upon whose contribution the GCSA is able to draw directly. We focus on this because this is where the influence in respect of policies and practices most lies. It is at this level where access to ministers occurs directly and where formal and informal discussions about policy arise.
We consider that the key to securing independent and effective social scientific advice to Ministers and policy makers is that a Chief Social Scientific Adviser (CSSA) should be appointed to be at the heart of policymaking.  
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RESPONSE TO SPECIFIC QUESTIONS
1. The ability of DCSAs to provide independent advice to Ministers and policy makers within their departments

We believe that the independent advice provided by DCSAs is potentially flawed because they are rooted in the physical sciences currently. This means that they may well be unaware of or not fully cognisant of particular social science evidence. Moreover, they do not have established or regular links with external communities of social scientists.  Though there are some examples of good practice, DCSAs and professional social scientists in government generally work in separate units with parallel reporting lines. They do not systematically work together to ensure that comprehensive and rounded scientific advice is given. While we welcome the existence of the central Heads of Analysis Group and its attempts to join up all analytical scientific disciplines across government, it is no substitute for coordinated analytical advice at the Departmental level. A further consequence of this lack of co-ordination is that much of the regulatory framework on guidelines and ethics is devised with respect to the physical sciences and does not take into account the context and characteristics of social science research. 

2. The extent of their influence over research spend  

There are 2 main streams of social science research funding – firstly the research budgets of departments to commission specific research and advice; and secondly the funding awarded to the ESRC via BIS as part of Research Council spend. 

We are concerned that there is a paucity of accessible information on the way in which departments’ research spends are managed and prioritised, and the consultations on this which take place with DCSAs. Few departments publish annual research plans and budgets, and indeed very few have a budget for social science as opposed to ad hoc spending. Within departments, research budgets are competing, particularly in the short term, with immediate non research pressures on resources.  Social science research is highly vulnerable to cuts made on the basis of a narrow view of requirements, for example the cancellation of the UK Citizenship Survey in May 2011. In addition the freezing of departments’ research budgets and commissioning has severely affected the viability and strength of the private social scientific research sector and will affect academic capacity in the longer term. 

Additionally, we would argue that decisions about departmental spending do not always take account of the big picture. The absence of a senior level social scientist means that there is a lack of strategic oversight of the social science information needs of government as a whole. The lack of a joined up approach to funding particularly affects the cross cutting research required to support emerging policy priorities. The difficult economic climate indeed reinforces the need for strategic research planning by DCSAs in partnership with senior in-house social scientists to meet overarching information needs. In an ideal world there would 
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be a separate central fund, but if this is not practical then the DCSAs must be closely involved in the machinery to prioritise departmental research spend.  . 

In relation to the ESRC funding stream we note that this currently represents only about 8% of all Research Council Funding, yet the research it funds directly and indirectly relates to 
the policies of every government department as they affect individuals and society. We are concerned that this disparity reflects the difficulties of DCSAs incorporating social science advice. 
3.  Their role in providing independent challenge and ensuring that departmental policies are evidence based  

Effective independent challenge must be properly informed by both physical science and social science expertise.  The absence of a senior level social scientist carries a risk that social science evidence is used inappropriately or not at all and that insufficient weight is given to the insights it can offer.  “Wicked” problems and new issues require expert social science contributions from their earliest articulation. In government there is no equivalent for the social sciences of the independent role of DCSAs, since all social science experts in government are mainstream civil servants. While we respect the professionalism and analytical objectivity of professional groups within the civil service the latter cannot be independent in the same way as the DCSA network.

 4. The range of expertise provided by the network of DCSAs
We acknowledge the challenges faced by DCSAs in working across the range of science disciplines and note that there is just as much diversity across social science disciplines, for example anthropology, geography, sociology, psychology, economics and criminology.   The DCSA network lacks expertise in these disciplines. At present, of the 22 Departments with DCSAs in post, almost all have a background in the physical sciences and STEM disciplines.  The DCSA network therefore does not adequately represent the full range of disciplines and this carries a risk of limiting the range of advice it provides.  Senior social science representation would, at minimum, ensure that the DCSA group were alerted to the need to seek social science advice when necessary.  Further, DCSAs within their departments work with Departmental Scientific Advisory Committees / Councils; here again social science is seriously underrepresented.

 5. The extent to which DCSAs have authoritative standing within relevant academic, industrial or business communities including whether they have effective networks within those communities

Inevitably, DCSAs have weak or absent links with social science communities; this restricts their ability to draw on the insights that the wider social science community can offer. 












Page 5 of 5
We welcome the thrust of the Council of Science and Technology’s report on Relationships between Government and Academia and the 10 Point Action Plan response from BIS. Though the report did not explicitly cover the social sciences, it chimes with the findings of an ESRC study of social science securing impact on policy.  Social science representation in 
the network of DCSAs and Committees would greatly assist stakeholders in improving relationships. 

The Academy of Social Sciences (and its member learned societies) is trying to strengthen the ability to contribute to the evidence base for government, and the professionalism of its members to deliver this, but the absence of knowledge of social science within the DCSA network hampers its ability to progress. For the Academy to continue to progress across the sectors which employ social scientists, we need to have good networks with DCSAs and their support within government, so that we can continue to serve our members and promote social science.

6.  The contribution of the GCSA and DCSAs in promoting public trust in the independence and authority of science advice to government

There is a need for public trust in the independence and authority of the social science component of science advice to government, and ensuring the public credibility of social science carries its own challenges. Social science is also the key to understanding the nature and scale of that trust across all the sciences. Social science methods underpin strategies for public engagement and the promotion of trust, for example through consultation, evaluating the success of initiatives to secure trust, and measuring public attitudes to scientific issues (especially in the medical and environmental arenas). We argue that the GCSA and the DCSAs are not fully equipped to address these challenges. In particular these gaps mean that our role in promoting public trust in the independence and authority of social science advice to government is hindered. 
Submitted by:
Mr Stephen Anderson
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