SRA INITIATIVE ON RESEARCH COMMISSIONING AND FUNDING

The position in August 2010

The Initiative was launched in May 2004 and there here have been a number of achievements so far:

· A mailing list of active, interested people;

· The Office for Government Commerce (OGC) and Government Social  Research Unit (GSRU) were encouraged to work together to produce some joint guidelines on Procuring Social Research in Government . These are now on the web at http://www.civilservice.gov.uk/my-civil-service/networks/professional/gsr/resources/Procurement-guidance-for-social-research.aspx 

· A grant of £17,500 received from the ESRC in 2006 for a project to develop curriculum guidelines for training in research commissioning;

· The report on curriculum guidelines by Janie Percy-Smith and Alison Darlow completed in 2006 and available on: www.the-sra.org.uk/commissioning_sr.htm
· The SRA is running a number of training courses and other events on research commissioning;

·  Framework Agreements and the way in which they operate have been a more recent focus.  Comments were made on the draft of the GSRU’s Framework Agreement guidance for Government Social Research, now available at http://www.civilservice.gov.uk/Assets/Framework%20agreement%20guidance%20August%202009_tcm6-9349.pdf ,
· A proposal to carry out a small empirical study of different ways of procuring social research in government was successfully funded by the Nuffield Foundation at the end of 2009.  Carol Goldstone Associates are currently carrying out the work which is due to be completed in November 2010.
· Ten meetings of the Initiative group have been held at which a range of issues about commissioning have been discussed.
Background

The central aim of the Social Research Association (SRA) is to “advance the conduct, development and application of social research”.  One aspect of the way social research is conducted is how it is commissioned and in November 2002 the SRA published a revised edition of its good practice guide on Commissioning Social Research.  The document was well received and the organisation was keen to use it to promote better practice in commissioning and funding social research more generally. A new SRA initiative to do this was agreed in May 2004 and has been led since then by Janet Lewis. 

Key messages in the good practice guide
The Initiative aims to promote the core principles of good commissioning as outlined in the guide.  These cover the fundamental messages of:

· the need for clarity about what is being sought from the research – the concerns and question(s) to be addressed ;

· the importance of developing a constructive dialogue between commissioner and commissioned;

· maximising this dialogue through an open and flexible approach;

· the need to allow adequate time for the commissioning process and the research.

More practical matters include

· focusing the research brief more on the aims and objectives than the methods, and including a statement about the budget;

· awareness of the range of different commissioning formats available to researchers and funders;

· choosing the appropriate form of competition between research suppliers – direct or indirect – to suit the project;

· keeping the final list of competitors short;

· respecting the intellectual property rights of suppliers.

The focus of the Initiative’s work

The approach adopted by the Initiative is that most good practice is not revolutionary and the SRA’s current guidelines are accepted and followed by many people.  Yet there is no shortage of examples of poor commissioning practice.  There is therefore a question of what steps need to be taken to get more commissioners to adopt and follow the existing guidelines.  The initial focus of the Initiative was to find ways of filling the gaps in knowledge and to educate people to work in ways that result in high quality and useful research.

The basis of the Initiative is an ever-evolving email mailing list of interested people. Meetings are held, to which all those on the mailing list are invited, where current issues of relevance to commissioning and funding research have been considered and mechanisms for promoting good practice.  These have included: the procurement of social research in government; training; and a variety of other issues within the procurement process.  The possibility of having a website focused on commissioning issues has also been discussed.

Guidelines on the Procurement of Government Social Research
As a result of discussions in the early meetings of the Initiative group the Office for Government Commerce (OGC) and Government Social Research Unit (GSRU) were encouraged to work together to produce some joint guidelines on procuring social research in government.  Originally produced in 2006, they were updated in 2009.  They can be found at. http://www.civilservice.gov.uk/my-civil-service/networks/professional/gsr/resources/Procurement-guidance-for-social-research.asp
They aim to clarify areas where experience has demonstrated that the procurement of social research in line with OGC principles has caused difficulty or resulted in inconsistent practice.  Final decisions still remain for departmental procurement units to take but the guidelines provide a framework to ensure consistency.  The document helpfully clarifies key steps in EU Procurement and discusses some of the processes involved in both EU and UK procurement policy including issues that are problematic for researchers like tender clarification meetings; post-tender negotiations; and the inclusion of budgets in a specification.  

But these guidelines are, inevitably, fairly generalised.  Given this, and the fact that final responsibility for procurement remains with Departments, the Initiative is giving further thought as to whether additional information or advice on any aspects of procuring social research in government would assist the development of good practice.   This is likely to be most helpful where the best route to follow is a matter of judgement (eg the inclusion of a budget in a specification).  

Training for research commissioning
A quick trawl in 2005 of organisations and individuals providing training for research commissioning indicated that although a number were providing training of some kind, the provision was very patchy in its coverage.  There were short introductory courses for inexperienced people and a few Master’s courses included a module on commissioning.  Geographical spread was also very variable.   But there was evidence of considerable unmet demand for training at different levels. There is no reason to think that the situation has changed much since 2005 apart from the work the Initiative has taken forward.

The Initiative’s two main objectives in relation to training are to:

1. Encourage and facilitate more training provision than exists at present.

2. Have a beneficial effect on the content of such training.  

A grant was obtained from the ESRC in 2006 to enable the SRA to commission a project to develop some curriculum guidelines; to explore how training providers could be encouraged to do more training; and for courses to adopt the guidelines once available.  The report by Janie Percy-Smith and Alison Darlow was completed at the end of September 2006 and is available on the SRA website http://www.the-sra.org.uk/commissioning_sr.htm and is included in the Publications list. There was some dissemination of the report in 2007 and discussions were held with organisations providing training with the hope that the curriculum guidelines will be adopted for some of their courses but have not yet progressed very far. In the meantime the SRA is itself organising training for research commissioning on a regular basis within its current training programme.

Debating problematic issues and identifying `good practice’

While there is a consensus within the commissioning and research communities on many aspects of what constitutes good practice, there are some areas where there is either a lack of clarity about possible alternatives or disagreement about what actions are appropriate.  For example, issues of research governance and obtaining ethical approval are in a state of flux in many areas of social research at present; and there are differing interpretations of various aspects of procurement procedure.  A number of different issues have been discussed at Initiative meetings including:

· Reverse auctions;

· The role of post-tender negotiations;

· The shift to full economic costs for university research;

· The implications for research of the Freedom of Information Act;

· European issues (eg. the Alcatel judgement given by the European Court of Justice.  The SRA News of February 2005 gives details on this);

· Ownership of data, copyright and intellectual property rights.

· The VAT status of research and the variations between institutions on whether it is paid.  This resulted in an article by Nigel Bilsbrough and Nigel Meager in the SRA News in May 2009.

The Initiative identified that one of the areas where there were disagreements was whether a budget should be included in a research brief or not. As an experiment to see if clarity could be brought to the issues, two experienced social researchers wrote a discussion piece on the pros and cons of including a budget in the tender specification.  This, with a few extra comments, was put onto  the SRA website within the Social Research Commissioning thread of http://www.the-sra.org.uk/forums. Further contributions were sought but very few additions were made.  Other ways of developing an `expert consensus’ around problematic issues and procedures have been mentioned but not yet been taken forward.

The other topics currently on the Initiative group’s agenda are: further examination of the disclosure of budgets; clarification of the different definitions of research; pre-tender discussions in the context of `fair treatment’; post tender negotiation; intellectual property rights and publication; and research governance including requirements for CRB checks.

Framework agreements 

In recent years a variety of ways of commissioning/procuring research have been developed and there is increasing use of framework agreements.  It seems that there is considerable variety in the way that different government departments have used these, with differential impact on the research community.  Initiative members are keen to try to pull out the lessons about what works well for commissioners and researchers from the different kinds of framework agreements.  A meeting was organised in July 2007 when the DWP’s experience of developing and managing their framework agreement was discussed. This topic continued to be of interest to Initiative members and framework agreements were discussed at a number of meetings.  A draft of the GSRU’s Framework Agreement guidance for Government Social Research was discussed at one meeting.  The final version of the guidelines were produced in 2009 and are available at http://www.civilservice.gov.uk/Assets/Framework%20agreement%20guidance%20August%202009_tcm6-9349.pdf 

While this document was felt to offer helpful advice, the Group considered there were a number of issues that it was not possible to cover in any broad Guidelines. The Guidance was also largely based on Office of Government Commerce (OGC) information supplemented by discussions with a small number of research and procurement staff in Departments. The SRA felt there was a need to find out more about the way that social research is actually procured by different departments and a proposal for a modest piece of research was developed and submitted to the Nuffield Foundation at the end of 2009.  Happily the application for a study of Different ways of procuring social research in government was successful.  Following a competitive process, Carol Goldstone Associates were appointed to carry out the work which is due for completion in November 2010.  Further details are provided on the SRA website.
Web site development
The possibility of developing a website aimed at promoting better commissioning and funding of social research has been discussed within the Initiative group on a number of occasions.  While there is general support for this idea and it is recognised that the 2002 Guidelines need updating, which could be achieved within a web-based approach, it has not been possible to move forward on this matter.  The SRA is hoping to carry out a major revision of its own website which would offer an opportunity for the inclusion of more information on research commissioning.  In the meantime a limited update of the existing Guidelines is planned. 

Janet Lewis, SRA Initiative co-ordinator       August  2010
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