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SOCIAL RESEARCH SKILLS AND COMPETENCY FRAMEWORK

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

1. The purpose of this paper is to introduce the attached generic social research skills and competency framework. The framework has been produced by a working party under the direction of Janie Percy Smith, Training Director of the SRA (until summer 2009); the working party comprised SRA members from different employment experience; and this version has been edited by the former Chair of the SRA and the Chief Executive. 

2. The work has been based on reviewing recent reports on the professional development of social researchers, training needs, career progressions etc drawn from a range of sectors employing social researchers; an examination of social research job descriptions and person specifications at different levels and in different organisations; and an assessment of competency frameworks developed in different sectors predominantly for social researchers but also for related professional groups

3. Over the past two decades there has been a growth in the number and scope of competency frameworks for jobs across public and private sectors, different professions and employers. Competencies emerged in the 1980s as a response to organisational changes and to wider changes in society see www.cipd.co.uk/subjects/perfmangmt/competnces. Competences are used as the basis for job descriptions and person specifications and associated recruitment and promotion practices, benchmarks for aspects of performance management, and have helped define professional activities and responsibilities in the contemporary work place. 

4. Social research has increasingly acquired an identity as a profession, although it has some way to go before its scope is publicly recognized and indeed until it could take on the adjuncts of a profession such as defined standards, accreditation and regulation. The Social Research Association since its inception in 1978 has been concerned to secure quality by advancing the conduct, development and application of social research. The SRA Board therefore supports this initiative to tease out the relevant skills for a generic competency framework for social researchers and to stimulate and inform debate on the professional status of social researchers across sectors.

OBJECTIVES OF THE COMPETENCY FRAMEWORK

5. The framework has four main objectives

1.   Providing a basis for researcher job descriptions for organisations that      do not have their own competency frameworks 
2. Enabling researchers to self-assess and identify professional development needs 

3. Enabling strategic training providers to link provision to key researcher competences

4. Support a debate on what is required for the professional accreditation of social researchers and to shape the role and response of the SRA 

DESCRIPTION OF THE COMPETENCY FRAMEWORK

6. The attached framework flags up the high level attributes associated with some seven key competences.

Research Design and Methods

Project Initiation

Project Management 

Building Constructive Relationships

Communication

Specialist Knowledge

Personal Effectiveness

7. There are many different ways of specifying the range of skills and competences and the SRA recognises that views will vary across sectors and in different types and sizes of organisations; there will also be additional knowledge and skills required in different organisation which are not directly concerned with social research skills but with for example, business skills, teaching abilities, organisation specific knowledge. 

  .

8. High level descriptions are given for the skills identified under the main competency headings for 4 levels or grades of researcher.  It has been assumed that a social researcher now holds a degree or equivalent in a relevant social science discipline. The framework does not however specify any other qualifications or amounts of experience associated with different grades although higher grades of researchers may have additional qualifications for example membership of the Market Research Society, accredited Project Management training such as Prince 2, affiliation or membership of professional organisations such as the Academy of Social Sciences or the Royal Statistical Society.

9. It is likely that a person working at Research Assistant level will, typically, be a new entrant into the profession. They will be working on one or more research projects under the direction and supervision of a more senior colleague. All aspects of their work will be directed, and scrutinised for accuracy and quality. The second grade of researcher/research officer will be working on one or more research projects under the direction and supervision of a more senior colleague. They will be developing project management skills by undertaking the management of a small project or a discrete part of a larger project, under supervision. It is likely that a Researcher/Research Officer will be developing a specialism in a specific subject area or in relation to a methodological approach. 

10. The third grade, a Senior Researcher, may have an additional post-graduate qualification and will be regularly designing and managing research projects. At the fourth level a Principal Researcher/ Research Manager/Head of Research will be regularly managing large and complex research projects and/or programmes and taking a strategic lead in relation to the organisation, subject specialism, and relevant partnerships. 

11. The four grades of researcher may not be found in every organisation employing social researchers and especially in small research groups there is likely to be a blurring of roles.

THE WAY AHEAD

12. Consideration of the framework suggests the following issue could usefully be followed up:

Development of the framework to identify the positive and negative behaviours associated with each competency; to identify the professional standards associated with those competences which are underpinned by professional knowledge; to tease out the distinctions between “basic/good/advanced” between skills levels. How can this be done and would it be helpful?

How can the SRA monitor the usefulness of the framework and develop its use to champion and raise the status of the social research profession?

The framework does not identify leadership as a specific competency although elements of leadership have been incorporated into some senior level descriptions. It has been assumed that leadership behaviours can be exhibited by researchers at all levels and is generally rewarded through promotion and/or career development. Is this satisfactory given the importance of identifying and nurturing sustainable leadership of the profession as a whole?  

The framework reflects some difficult decisions about the seven main competency headings. For example some organisations include delivery of results as a specific competency. Reflecting the inherent characteristic of research as being focussed to deliver research findings this has been included in project management. The need to promote social research has been dealt with under the project initiation competency heading. Particularly in difficult economic times should the promotion and marketing and championing of social research be dealt with more explicitly?  Is there additional specialist technical and professional knowledge to ICT and Knowledge Transfer related activities? 

13. Following the soft launch at the conference the SRA intend to publish the competency framework on the SRA web-site with a call for wider comments by end of February 2010.

