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Preface

For more years than I care to remember I have been managing social research.
I have led and directed many individual research projects and while at the
Home Office Research and Planning Unit I formulated and managed pro-
grammes of research. As Head of RPU for six years I was closely involved in
developing research strategies that could inform high-level policy objectives.
I was also accountable for the RPU’s multi-million pound research budget. My
position also led to my membership of many professional committees and
Working Groups deliberating on various aspects of research management and
the issues that arise when conducting social research. Participation included
membership of the ESRC Datasets Policy Working Group (which looked at
the implications for social researchers of the law on copyright, confidentiality
and data protection). I was also member of a team that prepared the British
Society of Criminology Code of Research Ethics.

Since leaving the Home Office, I have been running courses on research
management for social researchers, both at the University of Surrey (as part
of its Day Course Programme) and for six years at the Civil Service College
(for Government Social Researchers). I searched in vain for a suitable text
to recommend to students but I found them to be either of the ‘How to Write
a PhD’ variety or to be extremely dense texts on project management for
the manufacturing, construction or IT industries. The latter genre did not
include examples pertinent to social research and omitted topics that are para-
mount in it, such as, commissioning research, applying for funding, ethics,
data protection and report writing. It is my view that managing social research
does not warrant the level of sophistication or such in-depth analysis as is found
in standard project management texts, but that social researchers would benefit
from greater awareness of project management principles suitably adapted for
their circumstances. In the end I could resist Martin Bulmer’s pressure no
longer and wrote my own text book. This is the result.

The aim of this book is to describe the process of social research and the
stages from the inception to the completion of a project. The book is essentially
about the science and art of managing social research, a skill that is becoming
increasingly important to complement theoretical knowledge and skills in
research design and methodology.
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‘The book is intended as a practical manual and guide for all levels of student
who are studying research or conducting research as part of their course. It is
also intended to be of benefit to the many thousands of people who are
pursuing social research careers in academia, government and other public
bodies and agencies, the voluntary and private sectors.
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1 Introduction

The recent Commission on the Social Sciences (2003) found it difficult, if not
impossible to define social science other than in the broadest terms. ‘In essence,
then, we have come to see the social sciences as about “disciplined curiosity
about societies in which we all live”, leading to the creation and sharing of
social knowledge.” The Commission felt the term social science was a misnomer
‘given the huge range of interests, ways of operating, research methodologies
and value systems extant’ and had no alternative but to adopt a working defi-
nition based on the academic disciplines. The Economic and Social Research
Council recognises sixteen disciplines as falling within its remit: area studies;
economic and social history; economics; education; environmental planning;
human geography; interdisciplinary studies; linguistics; management and
business studies; political studies and international relations; psychology; social
anthropology; social policy; socio-legal studies; sociology; and statistics, com-
puting and methodology. This classification could be endlessly debated. Where
does criminology fall within this schema, and could certain aspects of health
care be seen as social rather than medical? Nevertheless, the list does serve to
illustrate the breadth and diversity of social science.

If social science is difficult to define because of its heterogeneity, it is not
surprising that social research comes in many different shapes and sizes,
involving a wide variety of approaches and methodologies. However, a brief
description of a not untypical research project that I undertook will help to
illustrate the generic issues that arise when managing any social research
project. The project was an evaluation of the Dalston Youth Project (a full
account can be found in Tarling et #/., 2001).

The Dalston Youth Project (DYP) was conceived to work with young
people aged between 11 and 14 who were defined to be ‘at risk’ of
dropping out of school and of becoming involved in offending behaviour.
It planned to offer them some support during the formative period of
early adolescence and to direct them towards a more socially acceptable
and safer lifestyle.
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The four aims of the project were:

1 to improve basic education skills (literacy, numeracy, life skills)
in the target group as well as to increase the group’s motivation to
learn

2 to improve social skills and reduce conflict with parents and other
adults

3 to reduce offending rates, drug use, truanting or other at-risk
behaviour within the target group

4 toestablish a team of volunteers in the local community trained and
supported by the project to act as mentors to the young people.

There were four main strands to the programme:

Residential weekend This took place at an activity centre at the begin-
ning of the project. Young people and mentors attended, providing an
opportunity to meet and identify with the project. The demanding
activities were intended to build confidence and self-esteem.

Mentoring component Each young person was paired with a volunteer
mentor. Mentors offered guidance and emotional support as well as
providing a positive role model.

Educational component Each young person was given six hours of tuition
after school during term time, to help develop numeracy and literacy
skills.

Parent/guardian component The support and involvement of parents/
guardians was seen as vital, home visits were arranged and parenting
skills sessions were organised.

Thirty young people were placed on the programme for one school year,
ten from each of three nearby ‘feeder’ schools. The project received initial
funding for three years, so three cohorts of thirty young people were
recruited to the project. The research project assessed the development
of DYP during its inception and its first three years of operation.

The number of staff running the project varied slightly during the
three years, but mainly comprised a full-time project manager, three
part-time tutors, a part-time mentoring coordinator and some part-time
administrative support staff. Oversight of DYP and the evaluation
research project was provided by a Steering Committee, comprising
representatives of the sponsor (the Home Office), the schools, the local
education department and the local youth service, the police, the project
staff and the research team. The evaluation team consisted of three
researchers, all of whom worked part-time on the evaluation.
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The research comprised a process evaluation, describing how DYP
evolved and developed, and an impact evaluation, assessing the extent
to which the DYP achieved its aims and objectives.

A multi-method approach to data collection was adopted and
included:

e a review of the literature produced by DYP describing the pro-
gramme

* actendance at Steering Committee meetings and ‘awaydays’

e semi-structured interviews with members of DYP staff

* non-participant observation at the residential weekend, mentor
training sessions and other activities organised by DYP

e classroom observations of the educational classes

e semi-structured interviews and conversations with young people,
mentors and parents/guardians
site visits to the participating schools
extraction of information from DYP, school and police records

e administering literacy and numeracy tests and self-completion self-
esteem questionnaires.

From this description of the Dalston Youth Project and the evaluation, several
key points emerge which are generic to most social research to some degree or
other.

First, there are many stakeholders with very differing interests in the project.
Many were represented on the Steering Committee (the sponsor, the schools,
the local education department and the local youth service, the police, the
project staff and the research team). Other important stakeholders included
the young people themselves, their parents/guardians and the mentors.

Second, because of the many aspects to the methodology and the nature and
timing of the activities in DYP, the evaluation had to be carefully planned and
scheduled. To take an obvious example, the residential weekend could only be
observed when it took place. Evaluation team members had specific respon-
sibilities which had to be taken into account when devising the schedule of
work. Progress of the evaluation had to be monitored constantly.

Third, there were risks to the research, principally that key stakeholders, the
young people, would not participate in the evaluation.

Fourth, a considerable amount of time (and skill) was involved in nego-
tiation, not to overcome any ill-will, but simply because of the number of
individuals and agencies involved.

Fifth, research with any subjects, but particularly with young people, raises
many ethical issues, such as of informed consent, confidentiality and so on.
These have to be addressed and resolved.
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Sixth, steps were needed to ensure relevant, useful and reliable data of a
sufficient quality was collected.

Aim of the book

It is a reality that anyone who joins the social research community or makes a
career of social research will, at some stage, be involved in defining, designing,
undertaking or communicating research. Over time the social researcher may
act as an intelligent customer to help policy makers, practitioners or funders
identify gaps in knowledge and research need. Having diagnosed research need
the researcher may be tasked with procuring research and with appointing
contractors to undertake it and be asked to review and make judgements on
research proposals. On other occasions the researcher will be the research
supplier or part of the team that is funded to carry out the work — namely to
design and manage the project, collect and analyse the data. Whether sponsor
or supplier, throughout the period of the research project and certainly at the
conclusion, the findings will need to be reported and disseminated to a variety
of different audiences.

The aim of this book is to describe the process of social research and the
stages from the inception to the completion of a project. It considers the issues
that need to be addressed at each stage, the practices that have been, or might
need to be, adopted and the skills required. The book is essentially about the
science and art (for it is a mixture of both) of managing social research, a topic
which is neglected in most formal educational Research Methods courses, and
yet it is a skill that is becoming increasingly important to complement
theoretical knowledge and skills in research design and methodology.

Project management is a well-developed subject in its own right and is
applied extensively, if not routinely, in the construction, manufacturing and
IT industries, and the government too has developed its own project manage-
ment protocol, PRINCE. A large body of literature is available describing the
techniques and procedures that have been developed. A good text of this genre
is Field and Keller (1998), which provides greater depth and insights for those
who feel they need to know more. However, it is 441 pages in length and
yet does not cover all the issues that may be relevant in social research. The
view taken here is that managing social research does not warrant this level
of sophistication or such in-depth analysis but that social researchers would
benefit from greater awareness of project management principles suitably
adapted for their circumstances. Furthermore, there are issues (data protection,
confidentiality, report writing and dissemination) which require more atten-
tion in social research than in other areas like construction, for example. These
topics are given more prominence in this book.
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Plan of the book

The book is structured to follow the broad sequence of events in undertaking
research, from commissioning to writing a report and disseminating the
findings. However, there are two limitations to following this schema. First,
undertaking research is not an altogether straightforward sequence of activities
with one activity beginning when one ends. For example, much of the final
report can be written early in the project life cycle. Second, many issues need
to be kept under constant review, for example risk, planning and staff man-
agement, do not simply arise at one point during the project where they are
dealt with and concluded. Nevertheless, books are laid out sequentially and
the material of this book has to conform, so while most topics are dealt with
as they occur in the project cycle, others, which do not conform to this neat
chronology, are interspersed at points that seem most appropriate.

The remainder of this chapter sets the context by defining basic terms,
describing the size and structure of what might be called the UK social research
industry and by setting out the legal framework in which social researchers
operate.

Definitions of project, research and management

If the subject of the book is managing research projects, let us begin by
defining those terms. They are considered in reverse order.

Project

A project is a defined piece of work, undertaken for somebody within an
agreed timescale and budget, using specific resources for a specific purpose.

This definition draws out the essential features of a project in that a project is
a discrete, usually one-off, activity, bound by time and resources. It is under-
taken with a particular aim in mind. The three essential parameters of any
project are time, cost/resources and quality and in most projects, there is
a trade-off between them. Additional resources and/or more time may lead
to higher quality, but time and resources are not infinite (and better quality
does not always accrue simply from more effort — or a ceiling is reached beyond
which additional effort brings only marginal improvements in quality).
Thus when embarking on a project it is imperative to be absolutely clear:

e of the project’s aims and purpose (including the quality standard it is
expected to attain);

®  who the customer for the project is (which of course may be the researcher);

e the timescale and the resources available.

These three points cannot be emphasised too strongly as they set the boundary
and the constraints within which one is working. Of course, any of these
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parameters may change during the course of a project and it may even be
desirable to change some of them if more time or additional resources are
required to complete the project. But if this is the case it should be anticipated,
planned and negotiated. The project should not simply be allowed to drift
unnecessarily over budget or over time through lack of appropriate action.

The criteria for assessing whether a project is or has been successful stem
directly from the definition. They can be stated thus:

to specification
on time
within budget
to quality.

The first three do not require elaboration, however, a word on quality. Quality
is defined as fizmess for purpose which at first sounds tautological and unhelpful
but does serve to emphasise that quality is a relative not an absolute concept.
It is as well to be aware of this when specifying or judging research. If the
initial purpose of the research project was to ‘provide some insights’ or ‘gain
an impression of it should not be judged adversely retrospectively because it
did not achieve a certain level of precision of measurement. And a project
should not be continued solely to achieve a quality standard not originally
specified.

A project can be judged to have failed if it fails to meet any one of the four
criteria of success listed above.

Projects are said to have four distinct phases:

conceiving and defining the aims and objectives of the project
planning the project

implementing the project according to the plan

concluding the project and disseminating the results.

AW N =

While these four phases serve to emphasise the broad progress of a project and
to highlight the different skills that might be needed at each phase, in social
research projects the boundaries between each phase are not always so clear-
cut.

Research

The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) defines
research as

original investigation undertaken in order to gain knowledge and under-
standing.

For the purpose of producing Government SET (science, engineering and
technology) statistics, research and development is taken to include
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creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock
of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the
use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications.

Original in the first definition and creative in the second have been emphasised
here to underscore the distinctive nature of research. Each research project is
different. It may bear some similarities to previous projects, especially where
its purpose is to replicate earlier work, and most methodologies are tried and
tested. Nevertheless, the investigator, the setting, the context and the subjects
are invariably different. Because of the uncharted nature of certain elements of
each research project ‘expect the unexpected’. Research projects usually take a
good deal longer to complete than originally anticipated. To be forewarned is
to be forearmed, when planning research allow additional time to deal with
the unexpected that will inevitably arise.

From my own experience I recall that the first British Crime Survey took
the best part of five years from conception in 1977 to completion in 1982. The
first BCS was very much a research project breaking new ground (although
there had been an earlier, smaller-scale victim survey in England and several
victim surveys in the USA). A good deal of time was taken up in defining the
aims of the project, liaising with stakeholders, designing and testing the survey
(in particular the questionnaire) and in securing the funding. Once the first
BCS had been satisfactorily completed, subsequent surveys had an increasingly
well-trodden path to follow and are now conducted continuously and routinely
every year.

Management

The Oxford English Dictionary defines managing

as the application of skill or care in the manipulation, use, treatment or
control (of things or persons) or in the conduct (of an enterprise, operation
etc.).

The industrialist Henri Fayol writing in 1916 was one of the first to attempt
a definition of management. He defined it as the process of

forecasting, planning, organising, commanding, coordinating, and con-
trolling.
(as quoted in Pettinger, 1994)

There have been other definitions since Fayol’s, which use different termi-
nology (for example, directing for commanding), but his definition has stood
the test of time. Certainly all the main functions that a manager is expected
to perform are included. It is often said in management texts that management
is the same whether one is managing the school fete or a multinational
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company. These authors have obviously never managed a school fete. The
principles might well be the same but there is an important difference between
the two in that those involved in the school fete are not employees but
volunteers who can quit if they do not like a decision. The parallel with social
research is that we are often expecting research subjects to participate volun-
tarily in projects.

Starting with a clear vision of what is to be achieved — an essential pre-
requisite — a plan is required in order that the necessary tasks are done in the
right order. Planning also involves forecasting events and the level of resources
needed.

Once the project is underway, the manager will be required to organise and
coordinate the work — deciding who does what when and how, assigning and
delegating tasks as appropriate.

Commanding and directing does not only imply instructing but also moti-
vating and leading the team.

It is also extremely important to keep control of the project to ensure that
everything is going according to plan, on time and within budget. If not,
remedial action will be needed.

In order to discharge the functions outlined above, a manager requires a
range of specific skills.

First, the manager will need analytical skills, to understand what progress is
being made and to identify and resolve any problems that occur.

Second, the manager will need communication and influencing skills, to
promote the project, to engage stakeholders, to lead and motivate the team
and to disseminate the findings of the research.

Third, the manager will need decision-making skills, to keep the project on
track and to avoid delay and drift.

Note the inclusion of the words s&7// and care in the Oxford Dictionary
definition. Although skills can be learned and developed, care (consideration,
thoughtfulness, tact and sensitivity) are also the hallmarks of a good manager
as well as the ability to take decisive action.

Above all a manager must assume overall responsibility and invest sufficient
(which often means considerable) time to managing the project. The manager
cannot abdicate his or her responsibilities or expect the project to be managed
in his or her absence.

Social research in the UK

It is impossible to arrive at an exact estimate of the size of social research
industry in this country, either in terms of the number of people involved
or in the monetary value of that activity, but by any standards it is both large
and competitive. Writing in the late 1990s, Bulmer and Sykes (1998) guess-
estimated the annual spend on social research to be as much as £600 million
and employing between 10,000 and 20,000 people. Engagement in social
research can be found in the following sectors, which have been grouped
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according to whether that sector funds research, conducts research or both —a
mixture of the two.

Sponsors of research

¢ the Research Councils (mainly the Economic and Social Research Council
(ESRC), but to a lesser extent the Arts and Humanities Research Council
(AHRC) and the Medical Research Council (MRC)

* European Union (EU)

® industry and commerce.

Sponsors and suppliers of research

higher education institutions

government departments

local and regional authorities, including health authorities and trusts
quangos (quasi non-governmental organisations) or NDPBs (non-
departmental public bodies)

e charities.

Suppliers/contractors of vesearch

e non-profit research institutes

market research companies

private consultancy companies
independent researchers

professional associations and trade unions.

The taxonomy can only be approximate but does serve the purpose of identi-
fying the leading players and the nature of their involvement in social research.
The UK research councils, in particular the ESRC, and the EU only fund
research. Private companies may also sponsor some social science research (in
addition to market or consumer research undertaken in pursuit of their own
corporate interests).

A large group are both funders and suppliers of social research. Academics
may receive direct financial support or, more likely, indirect support from
their higher education institutions. Most major government departments
have internal social research units, which sponsor research in response to policy
needs and agendas as well as conducting research ‘in-house’. The arrangements
in Local Authorities and quangos mirror those in central government depart-
ments, although usually on a smaller scale. The voluntary sector is rather
different. Most charities exist to offer support and deliver services and seek
funds themselves to pursue their objectives. However, other charities and
philanthropic trusts give grants but few specifically fund social research (rather
more sponsor medical research). The main foundations sponsoring social
research are Joseph Rowntree, Leverhulme, Nuffield and, in Scotland, the
Carnegie Trust. More information on funders of social research is provided in
Chapter 4.
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In addition to the many academics and university departments undertaking
social research, suppliers include many of the large market research companies
and large private consultancy firms. A growth in recent years has been in the
number of smaller organisations that have grown up specialising in social
research. These may be individuals acting as sole traders or small partnerships
comprising a group of researchers. Non-profit research institutes are also well-
established and significant players.

While it is not possible to measure the exact size of the social research indus-
try some indicators are available. Each year the Higher Education Statistics
Agency collates information from universities and other HE institutions
on their income from research disaggregated by subject area (HESA, 2003).
Grouping individual subject areas into those that fall within social research,
the breakdown set out in Table 1.1 is obtained.

Table 1.1 Higher education institutions’ funding for social science research: by
source of funding

Source of funding Funding £m Percentage
Research Councils 52 22
UK charities 38 16
Government (central,

local and health trusts) 100 42
Industry and commerce 14 6
European Union 16 7
Other overseas 11 5
Other 8 3
Total 239 100

Source: Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) (2003)

It can be seen that HE institutions received £239 m in 2001-02 to conduct
social research. This income came mainly from government sources, with the
research councils and charities also contributing sizeable amounts. Private
companies, the EU and other overseas sponsors were much less prominent.

Table 1.1 offers only a partial insight, that is funds going to one supplier —
namely academic institutions. Further insight can be gained by viewing social
research from the funders perspective. The research councils are only permitted
to fund HE institutions and reputable non-profit research organisations and
the ESRC spends around £68 m per year on social research. The government
is not so constrained, it can fund whoever it feels is most able to undertake
the work. Information on central government’s funding of social research is
forthcoming from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) annual Government
R&D Survey. Data for 2000-01 indicates that central government departments
spent £270 m R&D money on ‘social development and services’ (OST, 2003).
From Table 1.1 it would appear that £100 m went to HE institutes, leaving
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£179m to commission other research suppliers. However, a qualification is
required, as some of this money will have been spent in supporting internal
research and transfers between departments. For example, the Office for
National Statistics will conduct large social surveys on behalf of other govern-
ment departments, such as the British Crime Survey for the Home Office.

These indicators give credence to Bulmer and Sykes’ (1998) estimates of
the turnover of social research in this country of £600 m. Their estimate
of 10,000-20,000 employees, however, may need revising upwards. In the
2001 Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) approximately 12,000 staff in
social science disciplines in higher education institutions were reported as being
‘research active’ and there are a further 5,000 research students in the HE sector.
In addition, there are approaching 1,000 Government Social Researchers
employed in central government and a similar number of both economists and
statisticians. There are also around 300 psychologists employed in government.
However, not all of these professionals will be involved in social research and
there may be an element of double counting between the groups. It is more
difficult to estimate the numbers working in other sectors but the Social
Research Association has about 700 members who are neither in academia nor
GSR, but in market research, local government, the health service or the
charity/voluntary sector. The figures given above only include professional staff,
not the many other people who offer administrative and other support, or who
are employed as interviewers for survey companies. Nevertheless, and despite
the imperfections of measurement, at the present time a figure of between
20,000 and 30,000 engaged in social research seems nearer the mark.

Legal and ethical framework

Research, like any activity of human endeavour, is conducted within a legal
and ethical framework. Social researchers need to be aware of the legislation
governing and constraining research and of the ethical principles developed by
professional associations and funders of research. Often the two coincide. What
is seen to be ethical practice is also enshrined in law, for example, maintaining
confidentiality and data protection. But ethical principles may impinge on
activity, which is not illegal. Examples here would be giving full recognition
to research assistants for their contribution to the project, or giving feedback
to research participants, both of which are not legal requirements but would
be seen by most as good ethical practice.

In describing relevant law and the codes that set ethical standards, some
duplication is inevitable given the overlap between the two. This duplication
is necessary in order to deal systematically and comprehensively with both.
Ethics is the subject of Chapter 11. The first part summarises the ethical
dilemmas that researchers often face and the approach to them recommended
by professional bodies. The second part deals with the contentious issue of
deciding who should make ethical decisions and who should be the final arbiter
of them.
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Major aims of legislation in liberal Western democracies are to protect
human rights and to promote equality of opportunity, and these aims are as
relevant when undertaking research as in any other aspect of life.

The Human Rights Act 1998

The Human Rights Act brings into UK law the Human Rights Convention.
The Convention sets out a person’s basic rights, such as a right to life, liberty
and security, fair treatment under the law and respect for private and family
life. It also sets out certain freedoms, including freedom of thought, conscience
and religion and expression, as well as prohibiting certain acts, such as torture,
slavery and discrimination. At present it is not clear what specific implications
the Act has for social research in this country but it does reinforce in law high
standards of conduct. The Act applies to action by ‘public authorities’ so
research undertaken on behalf of government, local government or other public
bodies is particularly within the compass of the HRA. In time legal challenges
through the courts may impact on the way researchers can conduct research or
engage with research participants, but there are no relevant court rulings to
report at present. Researchers can keep abreast of developments by accessing
the HRA website at www.dca.gov.uk/hract/. All relevant amendments to the
law will be reported there.

Freedom of Information Act 2000

The Freedom of Information Act places an obligation on public bodies to make
information available. Specifically, the Act conveys two statutory rights on
citizens:

e to be told whether or not the public authority holds that information, and
if so
e to have that information communicated to them.

Like the HRA, the Freedom of Information Act applies to the actions of public
authorities so is most pertinent for publicly sponsored research. The Act also
shares other similarities with the HRA in that it has only relatively recently
come into effect (January 2005) and its impact has yet to be fully determined.
There are grounds for thinking that its impact on social research may not be
great as one exemption from disclosing information is if the information
requested is ‘intended for future publication’ (section 22). Government spon-
sored social research is invariably published so the Act will not affect existing
practice. In time, however, the Act might affect the speed of publication or
the kind of information that needs to be recorded in a published report.
In particular, it may lay down guidelines regarding how the research is to be
described and reported. In addition, original data could be requested.
Information about the research commissioning process could also be requested
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under FOI, including information about successful and unsuccessful proposals,
the decision making process and the contract awarded to the successful
contractor.

Researchers can find out more, as well as keeping up with developments, by
consulting the Department of Constitutional Affairs website at www.dca.gov.
uk/foi.

Equal opportunities and discrimination

Various acts either promote equal opportunities or prohibit discrimination.
The Human Rights Act, which reasserts certain principles, has already been
mentioned. Many of the acts outlined below relate in particular to ‘fairness’ in
employment or in the provision of services. However, in spirit, if not always
in law, the acts extend equally to the conduct of research and to the researcher’s
stance towards the subjects or participants of research.

The Sex Discrimination Act 1975 makes it unlawful to discriminate on the
grounds of sex. Specifically, sex discrimination is not allowed in employment,
education, advertising or when providing housing, goods, services or facilities.

Similarly, The Race Relations Act 1976, as amended by the Race Relations
(Amendment) Act 2000, makes it unlawful to discriminate against anyone on
grounds of race, colour, nationality (including citizenship), or ethnic or
national origin. The amended Act also imposes general duties on many public
authorities to promote racial equality.

The Equal Pay Act 1970 says women must be paid the same as men when
they are doing equal work, and vice-versa.

The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 prohibits discrimination against
persons with disabilities, and goes further by placing a statutory duty on
employers and service providers to make ‘reasonable changes’ to the place of
work and employment practices or, in the case of service providers, in the way
services are delivered, so as not to cause discrimination. The DDA affects all
employers and service providers so social researchers need to ensure their
employment procedures conform and that they have made ‘reasonable changes’.
In addition, the Act has implications for the conduct of research and for
planning and carrying out a study. Researchers need to ensure that people with
disabilities are not excluded from participating in the research simply because
of their disability. Can they attend focus groups or interviews or is that made
difficult because of transport, wheelchair access to buildings, etc.? Has
adequate provision been made for them to hear interviewers or read question-
naires?

Further details can be obtained from the website of the Equal Opportunities
Commission (www.eoc.org.uk). Of particular interest is the EOC’s helpful
guidance contained in a series of ‘checklists’ on specific topics such as manag-
ing flexible working, pregnancy and maternity, sexual harassment, recruitment
and selection. The Commission for Racial Equality provides helpful infor-
mation at its website, www.cre.gov.uk. Guidance on what are ‘reasonable
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changes’ under the Disability Discrimination Act and the effects of recent
amendments can be found at www.disability.gov.uk.

Although it has not yet come into law, the government has adopted the EU
Directive on Equal Treatment. This Directive requires all EU countries to
introduce legislation prohibiting direct and indirect discrimination at work
on the grounds of age, sexual orientation, religion and belief and disability. As
outlined above, laws are in place, which deal with most of these areas. The gov-
ernment is currently consulting on how to frame legislation, which prohibits
discrimination on grounds of age.

A further development on the horizon is the government’s proposal to
replace the three existing commissions which safeguard rights and promote
good practice on race, equal opportunities and disability (The Commission
for Racial Equality, The Equal Opportunities, and the Disability Rights
Commission) by one single Commission on Equality and Human Rights. It is
not clear when this new body will come into being but it will not be before
late 2006.

Welsh Langunage Act 1993

Social researchers need also to be aware of the requirement to comply with the
Welsh Language Act. The implication under this act is that studies conducted
in Wales should make provision for Welsh language translations or interpreters
where appropriate. In practice this means that initial contacts to possible
research subjects in Wales should be issued in Welsh and English and that
should they wish, subsequent participation can be conducted in Welsh (for
example, an interview conducted in Welsh or a questionnaire written in
Welsh).

It is only Welsh that a legal obligation exists but similar consideration
should be given to other groups for whom English may be a second language.
Not only does this constitute good ethical practice but may be essential for the
conduct, quality and validity of the research with certain groups of research
subjects.

Employment law

In addition to the law mentioned above, which promotes equal opportunities
and prohibits discrimination in employment, employment law also addresses
other issues including what it means to be employed and the obligations it
places on both employers and employees. There are also issues around safety
at work and the responsibility of employers to have regard to the well-being
of their staff. From an ethical standpoint, research managers will want to ensure
that research assistants do not face undue risks in carrying out research regard-
less of whether they are employees or engaged on some other form of contract.
Employment law and safety at work are considered in detail in Chapter 7.
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Contract law

While a good deal of social research is conducted ‘in-house’ (by employees
carrying out research on behalf of their employer or by academics working to
their own agendas without external support), a considerable amount is
commissioned by a funding body entering into a contract with a research
supplier. Negotiating and drawing up contracts is a skill that social researchers
require. The tendering process is discussed in Chapter 3 while negotiation is
the subject of Chapter 5.

Copyright, confidentiality and data protection

Empirical social research involves interviewing or collecting background
information on individual human subjects or organisations. There is a legal
duty to treat the information disclosed confidentially, and the Data Protection
Act (1998) imposes further stipulations on how the data must be handled.
Furthermore, the research instruments, the data collected, any analyses and
reports emanating from the research will confer copyright on their authors who
might be the research subjects, the researchers, the funders or the publishers
of the final products. All three topics are comprehensively dealt with in
Chapter 10.
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Two important functions of a research manager’s role ate to manage stake-
holders and to manage risks. Research managers are often reluctant to
undertake these functions formally or to devote sufficient time to them. The
view taken may be that neither are particularly interesting or important,
certainly compared with the more intellectually stimulating aspects of the pro-
ject. In the case of risks, the view is perhaps taken that they may not materialise
and can be addressed if and when they do. This view is short sighted. The
interests, perceptions and engagement of stakeholders should be kept under
constant and continuous review. Similarly all possible and potential risks
and problems that could occur to disrupt the project in any way should be
anticipated and steps implemented to avoid or minimise those risks. Such
investments will pay dividends.

Throughout this book reference will be made to stakeholders and to risks
and the need to carryout a stakeholder analysis or a risk assessment analysis.
Both are the subject of this chapter and are described here.

Stakeholder analysis

‘Stakeholders are any persons (or groups) who have an interest in your project,
are affected by it or who can influence its outcome’ (Field and Keller, 1998).

Stakeholders can therefore be sponsors of the project, providing the vital
resources to undertake the work. They may be policy makers or practitioners,
or the end users of the research findings who have an interest in the outcome
and its implications. Stakeholders can be the gatekeepers to the data or
facilitators to the research subjects and thereby vital to the viability of the
project. They may be the subjects of the research who will participate but who
might ultimately be the beneficiaries of the research if it leads to developments
in policy and practice that affects their lives. The general public (and the media
as communicators of the findings to them) may also have an interest in the
research and, of course, there will be other researchers or the academic com-
munity in general that will be keen to learn from the research. Last, but by no
means least, those working on the project (the research team or other partners
in a consortium) will have a stake in the project.
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Obviously any one person or group of persons or organisations can be a stake-
holder in more than one of the ways described above. Similatly their position
may change throughout the life of a project.

It is also important to be aware that stakeholders can adopt different stances
to the research or may have different attitudes towards it. Some may be enthu-
siastic supporters or champions keen to promote the research while others may
feel threatened by the research as it may be perceived as enquiring critically
into their practices or the quality of the service they provide. Some who might
be tasked to assemble information for the researchers (get out files, produce
databases and so on) may have little interest but just see the research as leading
to additional burdens and additional demands on their time. While some
will accord the research high priority others will see it as low priority, to be
involved with only if time permits. To the researchers the project is perhaps
the most salient aspect of their working lives on which their careers are built.
Do not assume that all stakeholders will regard the project in the same light.
The Drug Treatment Programmes for Offenders example, which is used to
illustrate project planning in Chapter 6, involved collaboration with prisons
and hence the support of prison governors. The prison governors were very
supportive but our research had to take its place, and rightly so, behind more
pressing matters of prison security and prisoners’ welfare. As one governor put
it, ‘no governor gets sacked for not collaborating with research but they do if
there is a riot or prisoners escape’.

Five steps in a stakeholder analysis

1 Identify all stakeholders

Several brainstorming sessions amongst the team, or discussions with the
commissioner or other stakeholders may be required to identify everyone who
needs to be classified as a stakeholder. For each stakeholder a record should be
made of their relation to the project, in essence what makes them a stakeholder.

2 Identify each stakebolders’ contribution to the project

What does the project need from the stakeholder? It may just be support or
goodwill or it may be more tangible, in terms of time, resources, specific infor-
mation, etc.

3 Estimate the impact of the project on each stakeholder

At a practical or logistical level, will the project cause disruption to existing
schedules? More significantly, could the findings of the research lead to major
changes in the lives of certain stakeholders?
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4 Consider each stakebolders’ power to influence the project

Is the stakeholders’ position (and the power that stems from it) such that they
can cause delays (or hasten progress) to the project? Are their powers such as
to be able to change the direction of the project, or worse, close it down, or
more positively, expand it? Some stakeholders may have no power to exert,
although most have, if only at the margins or indirectly.

5 Judge each stakeholders’ attitude to the project

Attitudes can change and one needs to judge past, present and future attitudes.

Action plan

The purpose of undertaking a stakeholder analysis is to assemble the infor-
mation that will assist in managing stakeholders and hence aspects of the
project itself. The analysis will reveal which stakeholders are key and in what
way and at what point in the project. Some will be crucial to get the project
off the ground while others will be required to provide access at the fieldwork
stage and so on. The analysis should also help to reveal who may need to be
informed of the project and who may still need to be won over. In the analysis
it is an option to grade or weight any of the elements to determine, for example,
whether the impact on a particular stakeholder can be regarded as ‘high’,
‘medium’ or ‘low’. Adopting a formal scale can help target the most important
stakeholders or the vital actions to take. In most situations such a formal
procedure may not be necessary but whatever less formal systems are used the
end result should be the same, namely to arrive at a plan of action to engage
stakeholders.

The stakeholder analysis should therefore lead to an action plan or a
communication plan setting out:

who needs to be contacted
when do they need to be contacted

®  how they are to be contacted (phone call, face to face meeting, letter or
email)

* who in the research team will be responsible for engaging with the
stakeholder

e what issues are to be addressed in the communication/consultation.

A stakeholder analysis and the subsequent action that follows as a result of it
is not a one-off exercise, it will need to be repeated periodically throughout
the life of the project.
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Risk assessment analysis

Like most activities in life, in every project there is an element of risk that
events will not proceed according to plan. Some risks may delay the project,
some may result in additional resources having to be found and some may be
fatal in that they prevent the project from achieving its stated objectives. The
purpose of a risk assessment exercise is to identify risks to the project, their
likely impact or the consequences they may have for the project. Informed of
the risks, it is the project manager’s responsibility to take preventive action
where possible to minimise the project’s exposure to those risks and the impact
of them.

While risk is invariably thought of as leading to problems which are to
be avoided, it is as well to remember that risk stems from uncertainty and
uncertainty can also lead to unanticipated positive opportunities. At the same
time as guarding against the adverse consequences, the project manager also
needs to spot the opportunities should they occur and capitalise upon them.

The answer to the question ‘what can go wrong with a project?’, is ‘every-
thing and something will’. However, it is not helpful to think in such general
terms. A risk assessment is only useful if it identifies the risks in sufficient
detail leading to a decision over the action that can be taken. So, for example,
one identified general risk might be that the final report is not written.
However, that risk is expressed in insufficient detail to suggest a course
of action. It is far better to describe the risk in terms of ‘what might lead the
final report not to be written?” The answer to this question might be ‘not
sufficient time allocated’, ‘the person responsible does not have the expertise’,
or ‘the person may have left the project’. Solutions to these problems can then
be thought through and steps taken to guard against the adverse outcome.

Six steps in a risk assessment analysis

1 Identify risks to the project

Identify risks in sufficient detail to enable actions to be considered. The project
team will be able to identify possible risks and it is a good idea to consult
stakeholders who are often aware of risks that are not obvious to the project
team. Another source of advice are other researchers who have undertaken
research in the same substantive area or researchers who have particular
experience of the methodology to be adopted.

2 Assess each risk in terms of its impact on the project

A risk can affect a project in several different ways. It may disrupt the
timetabling and scheduling of the project, it may affect quality or it may lead
to increased cost. Impact should be considered across all dimensions.
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3 Assess each risk in terms of the probability of its occurrence

How likely is it that the risk will occur during the project? When could it
occur? Answers to these two questions, which gauge the project’s exposure to
risk, are needed.

4 Prioritise risks

Risks can be ranked according to each of the two criteria, impact and
probability. A simple scoring system could be used grading risks into ‘high
impact’, ‘medium impact’ and ‘low impact’ and in terms of probability ‘high
likelihood’, ‘medium likelihood’ and ‘low likelihood’. Having graded the risks
they can then be assembled in a two-way matrix with impact as the rows and
probability as the columns. This is depicted in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1 Risk priority matrix

High likelihood Medium likelibood — Low likelibood
High impact R2, R4 R5
Medium impact R3
Low impact R6 R1

Those risks in the top left hand corner are risks of most concern as they have
the highest chance of occurring and would have the greatest impact on the
project. In the example two risks, R2 and R4, fall into this category and require
the greatest attention. RS is less likely to occur, but if it does it will have a
significant impact. Conversely, R6 is very likely to occur but will have low
impact. R3 has been graded medium on both dimensions and R1 low on both
dimensions.

5 Identify a course of action for each risk

There are at least five different responses that can be contemplated. First, a risk
might be prevented by not pursuing a particular element of a project. Steps can
be taken to reduce the impact or likelihood of a risk. On occasion the impact of
the risk can be transferred to a third party (insurance operates on this principal
of transferring risk). A response to risk is a contingency plan that can be put into
operation should the risk materialise. Finally, a risk might simply have to be
accepred. Every project involves risks and the only true way to avoid them all is
to abandon the project. If the project is to continue, some risks which cannot
be guarded against will simply have to be accepted.
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6 Identify who takes responsibility for the action

Having identified the risks and thought through the measures that need to be
taken, it is important to designate who in the project team is to take
responsibility for putting in place the appropriate action.

A risk log

In a large project it is customary to assemble all the information generated in
the risk analysis into a formal risk log. The risk log would itemise the
following information:

the risk (a title and a description of the risk)
impact

probability

time of occurrence

response/action

action date

owner/person responsible for the action.

Even in small projects a risk log can be a useful document in aiding the
management of the project. Furthermore, accumulating information by
keeping a record of problems and responses in individual projects can turn into
an invaluable reference source when embarking on future projects. Gaining
knowledge and experience in project management is as important as gaining
knowledge and research experience in a substantive topic area or of a particular
methodology.

Note

Risks (like stakeholders) can change throughout a project. New risks may arise
while others made fade during the course of a project. For example, the risk of
not obtaining responses to a questionnaire will end when completed question-
naires have been returned, but new risks arise in the coding and analysis of
the information. Individual risks can also be compounded to exacerbate other
risks. For example, if delays occur at one point in a project it could jeopardise
later stages of the project and thereby introduce additional risk. Furthermore,
the opportunity for different responses to a risk may change throughout a
project.

For all these reasons it is important to keep risks to the project under
constant review. Like the stakeholder analysis described earlier, it is not a one-
off exercise but an ongoing task for the project manager in particular.



22 Stakeholder and risk analysis

What goes wrong with social research projects?

As mentioned before, the short answer to this question is that anything and
everything can. Below is a list of the most common risks a social research
project faces.

Problems which stakebolders create

Sponsors have greater expectations of the research than the research is
able to meet. This can create problems towards the end of a project when
the conclusions are found to be equivocal or not in line with prior
assumptions.

The project lacks clear focus, possibly because the sponsors are tempted to
set too many aims for the research. At best any one research project can
only answer a relatively small number of research questions. The lack of
focus may stem from an ill-prepared specification of requirement (see
Chapter 3) or the research supplier not being sufficiently informed of the
context or background to the research.

Commissioners/funders of the research lose interest in the subject matter
of the research part way through the project life-cycle. This may be because
the policy agenda has moved at a greater pace than envisaged when the
project was commissioned and decisions that the research was to inform
have been taken. (A researcher once told me that she heard on a radio news
bulletin that the government initiative that she was in the process of
evaluating had been discontinued.) Other scenarios are that the instigator
or champion for the project has moved to another job or other more
pressing issues have arisen that need to be given higher priority.
Inadequate funding and too little time are allocated to the project. Results
are always wanted ‘yesterday’ (I was once asked by a minister if we could
not complete a two-year follow-up study within six months) and there is
always the pressure to cut costs. Inadequate provision is likely to exacer-
bate the problems highlighted in the first two bullet points above.
Stakeholders (in particular practitioners and research subjects) view the
project as threatening and are hostile towards it and refuse to cooperate.
(It took a considerable time to reach agreement with the judiciary on a
study examining sentencing practices.)

Stakeholders lack interest and commitment and, through inertia rather
than hostility, cause delays and disruptions to the project plan.
Inadequate communication and dialogue takes place between stakeholders
and researcher. This situation can have many different implications ranging
from small changes to the original plan to substantial drift in focus.
Long delays in reaching agreement over publication of the report occur,
because the commissioner does not like, or does not agree with, the find-
ings, or simply due to inertia on the part of the commissioner who has lost
interest. At the extreme, the research may never be published.
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Problems implementing the project

e There are delays in gaining access to data or to research subjects.

¢ Data is found to be inadequate. It is quite common to find when gathering
data from administrative records that data is missing or has not been
recorded.

e Some or all of the data is lost to the project — mislaid, stolen, corrupted
(the equipment failed to record, the computer system was not backed
up). Apart from the loss to the project, loss of data may lead to breaches
of confidentiality or of the terms of any contract.

® The methodology adopted cannot answer the research questions. Leaving
aside the appropriateness of the methodology chosen or technical issues
concerning the methodology (both topics are outside the scope of this
book), problems arise because the research question may be too difficult
to answer, or because other extraneous or confounding factors cannot be
adequately controlled or isolated. Another cause may be the lack of suffi-
cient testing and piloting of the methodology or research instruments.

e There is a lack of appropriate quality assurance at the fieldwork stage (an
issue discussed in more detail in Chapter 8).

e There is a breakdown in the effective functioning of the research team,
especially when several researchers from different organisations are
collaborating or working in a consortium to undertake the project. There
can be several contributory factors, although it is not always clear what
is cause and what effect. Different disciplinary backgrounds amongst
team members can lead to tensions over approach or interpretation
(or simply difficulty in communicating with each other). There may be
a lack of contractual or line management controls. Frustrations, stresses
and pressures may simply lead to clashes of personality. Any one project
can only accommodate one, at most two egos. (An issue can also be a lack
of communication between the team and the commissioner of the project,
which was listed amongst the problems which stakeholders create — but
of course the problem could be created by the research team.)

¢  Research suppliers take on too much work or have too many commitments
(for example, other projects or teaching) resulting in insufficient time
being devoted to the project.

¢ Insufficient attention is given to project management by the Principal
Investigator/Research Manager/Team Leader who is not planning and
monitoring progress or anticipating problems. The problem may stem
from having too many other commitments, as identified in the previous
point, but differs in that when researchers have sufficient time, they still
may not accord project management the priority it requires nor have the
analytic skills to monitor and control the project.

e The reports are inadequate, either targeted at the wrong audience or
simply badly written. (Dissemination is addressed in Chapter 9.)
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Of the large number of potential problems listed above, personally I find
delays in gaining access to data or to research subjects’ the most salient as it
seems to occur in every project. Hence if I can offer one piece of advice it is to
make every effort to facilitate access at the earliest possible opportunity. The
consequences of delay at this stage are far-reaching and are felt throughout
the rest of the project. Additional time gaining access eats into time allocated
to collecting and analysing the data and writing the final report. It is not
uncommon to have the data in a state ready for analysis only a few weeks before
the project is due to end. The rush at the end to complete the project invariably
means that the data are under-analysed and only ‘headline’ results are pre-
sented. The quality of the final report also suffers as a result.

Some delays cannot be avoided but many can be avoided or foreshortened
by a little forethought and planning and by making approaches to the
gatekeepers of the data as soon as is practically possible.

The most common complaint of funders of social research is the poor
quality of the final product, especially the quality of the final written report.
Government researchers commissioning research say that shifting priorities
and policy agendas cause disruptions and handling difficulties for them.
Government researchers need to stay in close touch with their internal policy
partners in order to respond to the changing context for the research.

Example: Sport and Leisure Activities for Young People

Government funds have been allocated to support a major initiative to
provide sport and leisure activities for young people during school
holidays. A range of providers bid to run individual projects and forty
were successful. The projects are spread across the country and include
a wide variety of sporting, artistic and cultural activities. Providers also
vary from local authorities, not-for-profit organisations to private com-
panies. Some providers have teamed up with schools in order to make
use of the school’s facilities.

Three government departments have contributed towards the funding
of the initiative, principally the Department for Sport and Leisure, the
Department for Schools and the Ministry of the Interior. The Ministry
of the Interior is particularly interested in the potential of the initiative
to reduce offending by young people during school holidays. All three
departments wish to evaluate the initiative and have provided funding
for the evaluation. The evaluation has the following components:

e data collection from schemes on uptake, participation, etc.
® in-depth case studies of a small number of schemes
e quantitative survey of participants and projects workers
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e astudy of the crime reduction effects of the scheme
® a cost—benefit analysis.

It has not been possible to find one organisation that can undertake
all the components of the project. The most promising tender is from a
consortium of four organisations. In the lead is a university research
centre specialising in research on young people, which will undertake
the first two components. The other three include a well-known survey
company, a criminology department from another university with a
track record in evaluating crime reduction schemes, and, finally, a not-
for-profit organisation specialising in economic analysis including
cost—benefit analysis.

The project is to last eighteen months, but it must be completed on
time in order that results can feed into a crucial stage of the policy
process, which is to consider how the initiative might develop in the
future.

This example is fictitious but draws on many real case studies. It has been
constructed to be typical of many large evaluation studies involving several
funders, different research organisations working collaboratively in a consot-
tium and different groups of research participants. It is not the intention here
to undertake a full-scale stakeholder and risk analysis but rather to draw out
and illustrate salient issues that arise in such studies.

Stakeholders

A range of stakeholders for the project can be identified. These include:

e government departments (as both sponsors and as stakeholders interested
in the implications of the results for policy development)

e local authority departments (leisure, education and schools, youth services,

social services)

art/sport/leisure organisations

youth-related agencies

local community representatives

charities

activity providers

Youth Offending Teams (YOTs)

police — local and national

young people

families/parents

project team.
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Risks

The major risks are:

®  Are there too many aims and objectives for the project/can expectations
be met?

* A large number of stakeholders — will they all commit?

® Are the project evaluation outputs clear/can a successful outcome be
identified?

e Can the impact of the project be isolated from other extraneous events?

e Is the data available and of a suitable quality?

e Are there confidentiality and data protection issues arising from
transferring data between agencies?

e Will the research teams collaborate effectively?

e s the timescale realistic?

The first point to note is the large number and range of stakeholders, especially
when it is recognised that each project will involve a different provider and be
located in a different local authority area, each served by a different education
authority, police force and so on. A considerable amount of time will need to be
set aside to contact and negotiate with the many stakeholders.

The stakeholders will have different agendas and expectations. It is not
easy to work with more than one sponsor — whoever they might be (and despite
efforts to ‘join up’ government). To take another example, the Home Office
may have a different perspective on school exclusions from the Department for
Education and Skills. The former seeing exclusions as providing opportunities
for criminal behaviour, and hence wishing the number imposed to be min-
imised, the latter regarding exclusions as a means of improving the quality
of school life for the majority of pupils by removing the most disruptive. In
the Sport and Leisure example the government departments may well have
different policy agendas to purse and have different expectations as to how the
research may advance those agendas.

There may well be jealousies and rivalries amongst the local organisations
and local authority departments. Each will have an eye to the outcomes of the
project and the implications of those outcomes to them. They may also wish
to minimise their input to the evaluation, especially if this entails onerous
provision of data.

The activity providers will wish the research to assess their endeavours in
a favourable light and may well criticise any research findings that come to a
different conclusion.

The involvement of many stakeholders will be to supply data. Will they be
prepared to do so and will they be able to provide it at the level of detail
required? Will the data be comparable across the projects, or will it be subject
to varying definitions and recording practices? To take but one example, data
on crime and criminal behaviour will be needed from the police. But even if
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they are willing to help (and they invariably are), can their data systems provide
the data at the local area level required and what confidentiality/data protection
issues need to be resolved? Will the activity providers release names of the
young people participating if their criminal records are to be made available?

Unavailability of data and data of insufficient quality are risks to the project,
but more generally, is the methodology capable of answering the research
questions, enabling the project to meet its aims and objectives? A good deal
of unrelated activity will be occurring at the same time as the project and
it may be very difficult to identify a successful outcome to the project or to
disentangle the impact of the project from the impact of other events. One of
the greatest challenges to social research is to evaluate satisfactorily the impact
of large national social programmes.

In this example I also have considerable anxiety about the ability of the
groups making up the consortium to work harmoniously, productively and
effectively. It is my experience that each party will wish to renegotiate their
respective responsibilities and remit during the course of the project, especially
when things start to go wrong or tensions rise. I have witnessed occasions
where collaboration has broken down leaving the sponsor to manage each
individual group, link their respective contributions together and even write
the final report. If I were commissioning this project, leading it or merely a
member of one of the groups, I would want to see strong and tight contractual
and management controls and evidence that the groups can work effectively
together.
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Much research (including all that sponsored by government departments)
originates prescriptively where the customer has a need for information and
seeks to appoint a researcher to undertake the work in order to meet that need.
This chapter deals with the issues and processes of getting from the formu-
lation of need to the identification of the research supplier. In this situation,
the role of the in-house research professional is to act as intelligent customer
— the person who translates the initial request for information into a research
brief and who exercises judgement in selecting the eventual contractor. The
in-house researcher will also need to have knowledge of the research supplier
market — which otganisations specialise in what types of research and which
organisations have knowledge of particular substantive areas.

Some small organisations, or organisations unaccustomed to commission-
ing social research, may not have the in-house expertise and capability to
prepare a research brief, identify potential suppliers or judge submitted
proposals. If not, it may well be expedient to seek assistance from a suitable
external expert as the contribution of professional judgement and experience
will be invaluable in the decision-making process. An alternative, and often
profitable, way forward, especially where the research may pose particular
problems, is to initiate a dialogue with the research community. This could
take the form of a meeting or workshop with those known to have expertise
in the area.

Before proceeding to appoint a research supplier, professional judgement
should be brought to bear in answering the following, often neglected,
questions.

1 Is the information already available and is new additional research
necessary to meet the need?

2 Is the information worth having? There is always a cost to research and
not just a financial cost but a cost in time and resources — not to mention
an opportunity cost of the alternative use of that resource.

3 Can the information be obtained from research? There are many questions
one would like to have answers to, but research may not be the best means
of providing those answers (for example, trying to evaluate the impact of
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a small intervention when there is no prospect of obtaining good and
reliable information about how things were before the intervention).

4 Is the research doable? Is the data available and can it be obtained? Will
the subjects agree to participate in the research?

5 Is the research justifiable on ethical grounds? (Ethical issues are dealt with
in more detail in Chapter 11.)

Competition

Having considered these five questions and been satisfied that further research
is appropriate, the next step is to decide the procedures for appointing a
research supplier. In particular whether a competition is the best way to
proceed and, if so, the form that the competition should take. The ultimate
objectives are to ensure that the work is completed to the required quality
standard (fitness for purpose) and that the research represents value for money
(that the same outcome could not have been achieved for less outlay). Although
not an objective for the research, great importance is attached to the selection
procedures and decision-making processes being open, fair and transparent,
especially when public money is being spent. Furthermore, in all organisations
there will be a degree of accountability for those taking the decisions and the
procedures which they followed.

Social researchers and procurement specialists who are influential in
determining the procedures for commissioning research have not always been
in agreement over the rules and how they may be applied. This led the Social
Research Association to set up a subcommittee to develop good practice guid-
ance. Their report Commissioning Social Research: a good practice guide (SRA,
2002) contains much useful information. The SRA Guide makes the point
that research is not a commodity it is a service and should not be subjected to
the same procurement rules as if purchasing a commodity. That is true, but if
the argument is extended to plead a special case for research it cuts little ice
with procurement specialists who point out that it is common and accepted
practice to run competitions for the delivery of complex services. Research may
be different from widgets but it is not different from many other professional
services. Nevertheless, as with any professional service, the fine detail of the
requirement may not be clear at the outset and both parties (the commissioner
and the research supplier) will need to work closely and cooperatively, if not
collaboratively, throughout the duration of the project. Mutual respect, dia-
logue and effective working relations will need to be fostered. The procedures
should be such to enable a supportive environment as a means of achieving a
successful outcome to the project. More enlightened procurement specialists
understand this; as one told me ‘a contract is a relationship’ and as the SRA
report states, ‘the contractual tail should not be allowed to wag the operational
dog’ (SRA, 2002).

Is a competition the best way to proceed? In some situations it may not be
if there is an obvious supplier who may be the only one to have the expertise,
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experience or unique access to the data and/or to the methodology. In such a
case it is wasteful of everyone’s time, especially those included to ‘make up the
numbers’ (and, some would argue, unethical too) to hold a competition when
the outcome is known from the start. In other situations research may be a
continuation of previous research and if the existing contractor has performed
satisfactorily a continuation contract may be appropriate. A third consideration
is cost or size of the project. Again there seems little point in implementing
disproportionate, lengthy and costly procedures to arrive at a decision to spend
a small sum of money. Most large funders of research will specify a threshold
of around £10,000 and projects falling below this limit can be let without
the need for competition. Even larger contracts can be let by them as ‘single
tenders’ (without competition) although a strong case has to be made to justify
this course of action.

Some form of competition is the preferred method for many funders.
Moreover, for public bodies commissioning large-scale projects, competition
is often required under EU procurement rules (details of which are given
later in this chapter). The advantage of competition is that by providing the
funder with a range of suppliers to choose from, it is most likely to achieve
the twin objectives of obtaining the right supplier to undertake the research
whilst achieving value for money. Competition also achieves the objective of
openness and transparency by enabling various suppliers the opportunity to
bid. Competition avoids customers being locked into monopolistic suppliers
who become stale and complacent and potentially inefficient and costly.

However, the disadvantages of competition should also be recognised,
principally the process itself is costly and time consuming. Costs are incurred
by the commissioning body in running a competition and each organisation
that bids will incur costs in preparing a proposal. The costs to the commis-
sioning body can increase dramatically if it is seeking to commission many
moderately sized research projects and each is the subject of a separate compe-
tition. For the supplier, it is estimated that the average cost of preparing a bid
is in the order of £5,000. Competition can also be a disincentive to potentially
good suppliers who may not wish to incur the costs of competing if the chances
of success are so small (although this can be overstated as there is an element
of risk of being unsuccessful after preparing a detailed proposal wherever one
seeks research funding). A fresh competition may also disrupt continuity and
jeopardise a successful ongoing productive relationship.

The strategy then is to maximise the benefits that competition brings whilst
minimising the disadvantages. Competition can take various forms all of which
balance the pros and cons in different ways and it is worth considering the
alternatives before proceeding.
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Forms of competition

Dedicated research centres

A competition may be run to identify a supplier who will then be guaranteed
to receive a specific substantial level of funding over a fixed period, maybe five
years, to undertake research to that value. The exact nature of the research to
be undertaken is not predetermined but negotiated at fixed points throughout
the contract.

Apart from the obvious advantage of avoiding endless competitions for
individual pieces of work, the main advantage is that the centre can recruit
and train staff in the knowledge that a certain level of work will be coming in.
Dedicated research centres can be particularly useful in specialist or technical
areas where there are an insufficient number of researchers with the required
level of knowledge or expertise to draw on. In essence by having a guaranteed
level of security and continuity, the centre has the opportunity to build
capacity by investing in staff and developing appropriate expertise. In the
past this approach was favoured by the then Department of Social Security
primarily because few social researchers had knowledge and expertise in social
security and pension provisions. The Department of Health still favours this
arrangement spending about one third of its social research budget to support
about sixteen dedicated social research units, such as the Thomas Coram
Research Unit, the Centre for Health Economics, the National Institute for
Social Work Research Unit and the Nursing Research Unit. The Department
for Education and Skills has three, one dedicated to researching Adult Basic
Skills.

The main disadvantage of a dedicated centre is that it is often difficult to
schedule the work on both sides to produce an even flow of work throughout
the period (that is, research need from the commissioner and the resources from
the supplier). The dedicated research centre is not an option for small funders
whose research need is not great and what need they have is intermittent or
sporadic.

Framework agreements/research partnerships/call-off contracts

This form of competition and the relationship it entails between commissioner
and supplier can take slightly different forms and nomenclature, but in essence
the funder holds a competition amongst potential suppliers and those that
are successful can be contracted for work over a fixed period without further
competition. Unlike the dedicated research centre model no funding is guar-
anteed, the supplier may be invited to undertake several projects during the
period, one or two or none at all. The advantage of this arrangement is that it
avoids running a competition each time a moderately small project is wanted
— usually projects below £50,000 (above that limit a separate competition has
to be held). Agreements can be entered into with any number of suppliers and
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often a range, offering different areas of knowledge or skills and expertise, are
included. This form of arrangement is considered useful and cost effective and
many central government departments now have such arrangements in place.
There is a fairly substantial cost in running the initial competition in which
many organisations are invited to bid, but this can be justified if it produces
savings (on both sides) over the period. A potential disadvantage is that it tends
to prevent new suppliers getting a foot in the door for the duration of the
agreement.

Research programmes

Many individual projects are a continuation of a previous study, or comple-
mentary or related to other projects. In such circumstances it may be beneficial
to group the projects and to run a competition for the projects collectively —
wrapped up as a programme of research in a particular area. This can minimise
costs for both commissioner and supplier. Of course the whole body of research
need not go to the same supplier. The process of the competition can be used
to decide who does which individual elements of the programme of work.

Individual vesearch projects

The majority of research is, and probably always will be, commissioned on a
project-by-project basis.

Preparing a specification of requirement

Having decided on the form the competition will take, and before the com-
petition can be held, a brief, or specification of requirement, has to be prepared
outlining the research that is needed. The specification of requirement (SoR)
(also known as the Invitation to Tender (ITT)) is a key document in that it
translates a broad requirement of the intended work into a more detailed and
precise description of what is wanted. If the specification is not right there is
little chance (or certainly less chance) of a satisfactory outcome to the research
project. It is impossible to write a good specification without understanding
fully what is wanted and if the writer is not clear he or she will not be able to
convey that to prospective contractors in the specification.

In many commissioning organisations the general need for the project may
have been identified some time before (and probably then only expressed or
recorded in the most general terms). Time may have elapsed during which
period the context for the research may have changed. It is also common that
the individual tasked with preparing the specification is not the ultimate
customer or consumer of the research. Before putting pen to paper (or fingers
to keyboard) it is sound advice to consult with those who may have directly
requested the project or who may have a role to play in it, that is, undertake a
stakeholder analysis and consult with those identified in that analysis. It is also
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useful to undertake a risk analysis at this stage and to address possible risks to
the project with those consulted who may be aware of potential procedural or
practical problems. (Stakeholder and risk analyses were discussed in more detail
in Chapter 2.)

In many situations the research is straightforward and there is an obvious
methodology to follow. However, when the research question is complex and
there are few precedents on how best to proceed it may be helpful to promote
a dialogue with potential suppliers. This can often help in clarifying the defi-
nition of the problem and ensure that the research is feasible. The consultation
may highlight other risks or particular issues, such as availability of the data
or timescales that may need to be addressed. Collaboration will also make it
more likely that good proposals will be submitted.

There are downsides in engaging with suppliers, which need to be weighed.
Consultation involves more effort and will delay the project start date. One
supplier must not be led to believe that they will be preferred as a result of any
communication. An even-handed approach must be taken when dealing with
suppliers as it would not be ethical to communicate the ideas of one supplier
to others if they were to be in competition. If consultations with the research
community are to take place it is advisable to arrange meetings where all
potential suppliers can be present. Alternatively, one expert could be engaged
as a consultant to help clarify the issues, but that person (or organisation)
would then be excluded from the subsequent competition.

Being clear in one’s own mind the next step is to make the specification clear
to potential contractors who might undertake the work. A specification should

be:

e crystal clear

®  concise

e contain only essential information (background information can be
appended or weblinks given to relevant sources)

e output driven.

The first three are unsurprising and need little elaboration, although they
should never be overlooked. Inclusion of unnecessary information, a lengthy,
ambiguous and discursive document will only lead to confusion and lack of
focus on the part of those responding.

The fourth, output driven, is more controversial and requires explanation.
The advice coming from procurement specialists, certainly within government
and given to government social researchers, is that the specification should
state what is wanted from the research not how the research should be done.
This is sometimes difficult for social science researchers (when they are com-
missioning research) to accept. They often feel that their expertise should
lead them to state, or at least outline, the preferred methodology. But it is not
always clear at the outset what the preferred method should be, and one
professional cannot be an expert in every aspect. Of course, on many occasions
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the method may be obvious or defined by the project itself, such as in a study
requiring a household survey, but even within a prescribed methodology there
may be various options that the research suppliers can contemplate.

The importance of the advice, to focus on outputs and leave the research
supplier latitude to be creative over the method to be adopted, was brought
home to me when I assisted an organisation to get its research programme
off the ground. One question that needed answering was the extent to which
young people took part in voluntary activity. Having struggled to think of
the best way to conduct the research we simply invited several organisa-
tions to propose solutions and were surprised at the range of suggestions we
received, many we had not thought of. It was obvious from the responses that
the research organisations we approached had a great deal of expertise and
experience of engaging young people in research and had well tried and tested
strategies for undertaking such a study.

The social researcher commissioning the research should certainly not feel
undervalued by leaving potential suppliers to propose the approach. The social
researchers’ skills are needed to perform the role of intelligent customer,
specifying what needs to done, judging the bids and facilitating the research
and collaborating with the contractors.

Essential elements of a specification of requirement

Government social researchers working with procurement colleagues in the
Office of the Deputy Prime Minister developed the following template for
preparing a specification of requirement. The template sets out the kind of
information the potential supplier needs to know in order to prepare a bid and
what specific issues the supplier needs to address in his or her bid. The template
is not intended to be used prescriptively (although it represents a good model,
especially for large and complex projects) but offered as guidance or a checklist
of essential points to be considered.

Guidance on preparing and structuring a
specification of requirement
Heading

Specification of requirement followed by the full title of the research
project.

Purpose

A concise simple statement of the purpose of the research — why the
information is needed.
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Aims and objectives

A clear statement of the broad objective of the research, that is, a
statement of what the research is required to achieve.

Issues and scope

A list of the issues that the proposal must address and any information
regarding the scope of the research (as defined by geographical coverage,
sample size, type of research subjects) to assist tenderers understand the
range and limits of the research project. This should also identify
perceived risks to the project.

Detailed requivements

In many cases it may be necessary to expand on the statement of the
broad objective of the research by breaking it down into a list of more
detailed objectives; that is, what is required from the research. Some
of these may be presented as mandatory requirements that must be
covered by the research; others may be presented as a list of desirable
requirements for the tenderer to consider covering in their proposal and
commenting on. Tenderers may be invited to consider other relevant

objectives of the research project in their proposal that may provide
added value.

Programme of work

The tenderer should be invited to propose how they will meet these
requirements — a statement of the method — in the form of a programme
of work. It is also recommended that they also be asked to identify any
anticipated risks/difficulties/constraints that may have to be overcome
in achieving the programme of work, including their proposed solutions
for overcoming them.

Outputs

These are the deliverables expected from the research; normally interim,
draft and final reports but also include presentations and organising
seminars and, perhaps, datasets. The tenderer should be asked to identify
the most effective means for ensuring that the results of the work are
taken up and applied in practice, that is, impact and exploitation should
be mapped out in the form of a dissemination strategy.
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Performance and quality

The levels of performance and quality of inputs required to carry out the
work should be described plus a description of the quality of the required
outputs. If you require the tenderers to demonstrate their internal
quality system control procedures, it is a good idea to ask them to submit
a quality plan with their proposal.

Project plan

Tenderers should be invited to submit a project plan in support of their
programme of work. This should be accompanied by a breakdown of the
resource in person days allocated to each task (a resource plan).

Project team

This should describe the skills, expertise and qualifications expected of
staff employed on the work. Tenderers should be requested to state who
will undertake the work together with an assessment of their suitability
for the work. They should also be invited to state whether subcontractors
will be engaged and how the work will be managed.

Management

This should describe how the contract would be managed by the
commissioning body, who would normally nominate an officer to oversee
the contract and be the point of contact. If there is to be a steering group,
say how often it will meet, preferably linked to key milestone deliver-
ables in the project plan and give the arrangements for reporting progress
by the contractor during the course of the project so that the contractor
can build these into their quality plan.

Duration

Set a realistic date for delivering interim and final outputs, which may
be negotiable dependent on the tender’s proposed programme of work.
If there is no scope for extending the deadlines then this should be clearly
stated.

Evaluation criteria

Explain on what basis the tenders will be evaluated. This may be a simple
statement such as best value for money or the list of criteria that will be
used for evaluation purposes.
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Annex

Background note

It is good practice to provide a comprehensive background note, which
should convey information essential to the formulation of effective ten-
ders to which knowledgeable tenderers would not normally have access.

Additional information

Other information will be needed from tenderers and tenderers will need
to be informed of the timetable for the various stages of the tendering
process. {This additional information could be included within the specification
but some funders address these issues in the covering letter or in other documents
(my addition).]

Price schedule

The tenderer should be informed of what information is required from
them on the price of the contract, usually the total cost and how that is
comprised, staff costs (daily rates or pay scales), overheads, travel and
subsistence and other equipment or related costs.

Tenderers also need to be told on what date their proposals need to be
submitted and in what form and how many copies. They should also
be given the date that they may be required for interview (if interviews
are anticipated).

[ Many government departments, in particular, also send tenderers a copy of the
department’s standard contract and terms and conditions so that tenderers have
Jull prior knowledge of the contractual obligations that they will be entering into
(my addition).]

Two examples of SoRs are reproduced at the end of this chapter. They are
contrasting in the level of detail given and the extent to which they prescribe
the research that is to be carried out. Between them they serve to illustrate that
SoRs need not all be one and the same. The only necessity is that they clearly
convey what is wanted and provide enough information to enable a supplier
to prepare a good proposal.

Project budget

Perhaps the most contested issue in commissioning social research is whether
funders should reveal to prospective competitors the budget they have
allocated for the project. Procurement rules in most central government
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departments preclude divulging information on budget. The justification
being that if bidders knew the budget they would all cost their proposals at
just under that figure. How then, procurement specialists argue, would the
commissioner ever know if they could have got the work done at a lower price?

Potential contractors’ counterargument is that if they are not given details
of the budget how do they know what scale of project to propose? Any research
project can vary in size or cost depending on whether a small number of research
subjects or a large number participate, whether a few or many case studies are
undertaken or whether the participant observation lasts for a short period or
a long period. Furthermore, suppliers argue, if the commissioning body
is judging tenders on value for money not price (as they claim to be), even if
all tenders come in at a similar price, some will be offering more for that price,
or the same work but to a higher quality. The commissioner will thus have
choices (and perhaps more choice) if several are not ruled out immediately
on cost grounds. Finally, suppliers point out that other funders, including
some government departments (although not the central London “Whitehall’
departments) have no difficulty in stating the budget.

If the budget is not stated at the outset, the specification should make clear
the intended scale of the work so that suppliers can make a judgement about
the likely cost. The SRA guidance endorses this approach and stops short of
recommending that the budget be stated.

Unfortunately the issue is usually couched in black and white terms: one
should never state the budget or one should always give it. My own view is
that the rules should not be so rigidly formulated and there should be more
flexibility. There are circumstances where it is appropriate not to reveal the
budget and on other occasions where it would be helpful. Surveys are an
example of where it may not be helpful to reveal the budget. Survey companies
wish to know the parameters of the survey, sample size, desired response rate,
the length of the questionnaire, face-to-face or telephone interview, etc. From
this information they can readily cost the survey. Being given the budget does
not necessarily help; do they propose a larger sample and a shorter question-
naire or some other combination?

On the other hand, stating the budget may be beneficial. In situations where
research is needed but it is genuinely not known how much it would cost
(perhaps there are no clear precedents on how to proceed) it may be better to
reveal what budget is available and see what is offered for that price. In certain
situations it may actually be anti-competitive not to reveal the budget. I know
of one instance where a researcher felt that she had had a head start in a compe-
tition to repeat a project she had done before because she knew how much the
project had costed last time — information denied to her competitors.

Other funders, such as small charities or local authorities, may have a limited
budget for the research and no prospect of obtaining additional money. In such
situations it may be best to state what the budget is in order that bidders can
decide whether it is possible to do the work within the prescribed budget. In
my experience it is not uncommon for such bodies to reveal their budget and
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I have never known it work to their disadvantage (quite the reverse as suppliers
agree the fixed price and invariably finish up doing more).

Running a competition

A competition can be made open to all or restricted to a few pre-selected
research suppliers. Much health research sponsored by the Department of
Health is commissioned via an open competition. An announcement is placed in
the public domain, possibly an advertisement in the British Medical Journal,
and any researcher may submit a proposal for consideration. The advantage of
open competition is just that. All suppliers can enter the competition, which
is seen to be fair. The disadvantage is that a very large number of suppliers
might bid, incurring a large cost for suppliers collectively and a large cost for
the commissioning body, which then has to sift them. The opposite can also
occur in that it is not unknown for no supplier to bid. There are also some
indications that by being too inclusive some suppliers are put off by the low
prospects of winning the contract.

Other major government departments, and most other funders, operate what
they call a selective tendering system. This itself may be a two-stage process in
that a large number of organisations are contacted initially to see if they would
like to express an interest in undertaking the research. Many government
departments publish a research programme early in the financial year listing
the projects that they will be commissioning throughout the year and inviting
researchers to express interest at that stage. Recording an expression of interest
invariably entails completing a two-page form briefly stating why the organi-
sation is qualified to undertake the work and, in the broadest terms, stating
how the researchers would carry out the work. From these initial expressions,
a subset will be invited to prepare full proposals for detailed consideration.
The advantage of a two-stage process is that the competition can be opened
up to many suppliers but only those selected for the second stage are required
to invest considerable time preparing a full proposal. The disadvantage is that
the protracted procedures add time to the period before the supplier is con-
tracted and the research can begin.

Whom to invite?

How many organisations should be invited to compete? If it is decided to adopt
the two-stage process it is advisable to call for expressions of interest from
a wide selection of organisations. How many should be selected to prepare full
proposals should depend on the response to the expression of interest stage,
indicating the availability of suitable suppliers (if that prior stage was held),
and on the size and complexity of the project. It is generally thought to be
a broad procurement rule to have at least three suppliers bidding. However,
not all invitees will bid so it is common to issue invitations to five or six for
most medium-sized projects, and more for very large projects. To minimise
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the number who will not respond, it is helpful to phone the selected potential
suppliers to make sure that they are still, or would be, interested in bidding
at that time. If some are not, others can be substituted before invitations are
sent out. The practice also alerts those who are interested that time will need
to be set aside to prepare a proposal.

The type of organisation to invite will largely depend on the nature of the
work. The most obvious example is that if a large national survey is required,
survey companies specialising in that type of research will be invited. For most
studies, however, the decision on whom to invite is not always so clear-cut.
Invariably, to undertake a research project a mixture of knowledge of the
substantive area and methodological research skills will be required. If it is
not clear whom to invite, the two-stage process described above could be a
way forward in order to identify potential contractors and to narrow down
the options. Be prepared to take risks. Staying with the familiar, tried and
tested suppliers will ensure a good product but may minimise innovation. It
is considered to be good practice to invite one supplier who has not worked
for the commissioning body before. This practice introduces an element of new
blood and encourages new organisations into the market. Importantly, the new
supplier may offer an approach which the established suppliers may not have
considered.

Commissioning procedures

Having decided which suppliers to invite, it is imperative to treat all in an
equal and fair manner (the proverbial ‘level playing field’). The specification
of requirement and supporting documentation should be sent to all invitees
at the same time from the same location in the same way. It is felt to be
good practice not to reveal who else has been invited so that all are competing
blind. However, I have experienced occasions where a list of all invitees has
been included within the documentation. This may be appropriate where the
research is especially complex and the commissioner may wish suppliers to
team up in consortiums in order that they may better provide the range of
skills that will be required. But, if this procedure is adopted, everyone must
be treated in the same way — all are blind or all are aware of the other bidders.

All suppliers should be given the same time to respond; that is, a time and
date by which proposals are to be submitted should be clearly indicated in
the covering letter. A suitable period should be allowed, especially if suppliers
need to team up with others or consult amongst themselves in developing a
method and plan for the work. Three weeks is considered to be the absolute
minimum but five is regarded as preferable. But three working weeks — I was
once invited to bid on 16 December and my response had to be submitted by
6 January!

Once the invitations have been sent out, issues arise over whether the com-
missioner should have contact with the potential suppliers during the period
that they have been given to prepare their proposal. Again the principle to be
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followed is to treat everyone even-handedly. It may be sensible to contact all
invitees after a week to check if they will be submitting a proposal. Some
government departments now formally request invited suppliers to complete
and return a form part way into the period stating whether or not they will
be bidding. This provides further indication of how many (and who) will be
bidding and provides a further opportunity to take remedial action if an
insufficient number are intending to submit proposals. Of course, any new
potential suppliers brought into the competition at this stage have to be given
the same time to prepare a proposal as the original invitees. This may neces-
sitate keeping the original bids unopened and secure (they should not be given
longer) until the second batch arrives.

It is likely that some invitees will contact the commissioner during this
period. They may have queries about the specification, which require further
clarification. If so these should be answered — it is in everyone’s interest to be
clear about what is wanted. However, any answers given to one should be
circulated anonymously to all the others. The more difficult judgements occur
when the research supplier sounds the commissioner out on bright ideas they
may have had about how to carry out the work. The issue here is whether what
they are proposing constitutes their intellectual property, something that they
exclusively have developed, or whether it is something that any researcher
could have thought of? If the former then it should not be passed to others.
However, my experience is that the pretext is invariably contrived in order that
the supplier can make themselves known to the commissioner. My response
would most likely be to suggest that they put the bright idea in the proposal,
perhaps as an alternative approach to be considered.

On some occasions the commissioner may want to initiate a meeting with
all invitees jointly to resolve or clarify particular issues. I once bid for research,
which involved secondary analysis of a complex administrative dataset. As the
potential contractors needed to have a clear understanding of the coverage
and layout of the data and how it would need to be accessed, the commissioner
held a meeting to explain the technicalities — a matter that was too complex
to describe in a background note accompanying the specification. However,
one needs to be clear about the purpose of such a meeting and how it is to be
run. A meeting should only be held for the purpose of the commissioner
conveying essential information that will aid the competition, not as a method
of seeking ideas from potential contractors. If the views of the wider research
community were needed, that input should have been obtained before the SoR
was sent out. (In any case feedback won’t be forthcoming at such meetings as
most will attend to observe with whom they are in competition and they
certainly will not be sharing their good ideas in a public gathering.)

At the end of the period a standardised procedure should be in place to
receive and register submitted proposals. It is considered good practice to keep
them sealed until a pre-specified time and date when they are all opened in the
presence of more than one nominated person — one to register, the other to
witness the procedure. The submitted proposals can then be distributed to all
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who will be required to evaluate them. What to do with those that arrive late?
Most funders would not consider late arrivals unless there is evidence that steps
were taken to submit the proposal on time and there was evidence to show that
the delay was due to reasons outside the supplier’s control. For example, if the
supplier could verify that the proposal was posted on time from a receipt of
postage or the postmark on the envelope.

Those tasked with evaluating the tenders should do this, where possible,
independently. A meeting should then be arranged where a collective decision
can be taken. Often a clear winner does not emerge at this stage, rather one
will be seen as the preferred supplier with another close behind in second place.
Or two will be considered equally good but for different reasons. Either way
there will be aspects of each proposal that need to be discussed or clarified with
the proposers. The period from negotiation to contract is dealt with in Chapter
5. After negotiations have taken place, a supplier will be chosen and a contract
entered into.

All unsuccessful applicants should be informed of the decision at the same
time, and if it is clear that they will not be considered further, notification
should not be delayed while negotiations are continuing with those who may
be successful. It is advisable not to give lengthy and protracted reasons for the
decision in writing but to offer oral feedback should the research supplier wish.
Most will want feedback and giving feedback can be a daunting task for the
representative of the commissioning body to perform. But my experience (from
both giving feedback and from receiving it) is that it is not confrontational;
simply that having put in a lot of effort into preparing a proposal it is always
helpful to receive comments. Unsuccessful bidders are pleased to hear of some
good features of their proposal and can usually recognise and accept the reasons
for failure, which may well have been outside their control in any case. What-
ever the reason, lessons can be learnt for the future.

Throughout the competition it is imperative to document procedures.
Organisations may require an audit trail to be kept. But even if not, it is often
difficult to remember retrospectively what was said and how certain decisions
were arrived at and on what basis.

European Union Procurement Rules

The EU Procurement Rules seek to implement uniform, open and fair compe-
tition across member states regarding procurement by public bodies. Public
bodies are taken to be government departments, quangos and NDPBs and
local authorities and even public utilities. Other bodies and organisations are
thus excluded from the requirements imposed by the Rules. Even for public
bodies the Rules apply only when the procurement is expected to be over a
threshold price. For social research this is currently 200,000 euros or about
£130,000. Public bodies should not deliberately underestimate the probable
value of the contract or break up the work into component parts to circumvent
the Rules. If the project does have to comply with the Rules, an advert inviting
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tenders has to be placed in the Official Journal of the European Union (OJ)
enabling any organisation within the member states an opportunity to bid.

In practice, much social research commissioned by public bodies is exempt
from the rules, regardless of the value of the project. However, the situation
can change and anyone uncertain of their position should seek specialist
procurement advice. Further information can be found on the website of The
Office of Government Commetce www.ogc.gov.uk.

SPECIFICATION OF REQUIREMENT: EXAMPLE 1

continued
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SPECIFICATION OF REQUIREMENT: EXAMPLE 2

continued
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4 Applying for research funding

It can be easily overlooked, but much social research (for example, theoretical
research, secondary analysis of data, some qualitative research) is not dependent
on financial support but can be undertaken with few resources other than the
investigator’s own time. A good deal of academic research is of this kind
and in the course of a long research career it is refreshing and intellectually
stimulating to be able to have periods where one can set and work to one’s own
agenda without the pressures of competing for money. Nevertheless, these
moments ate becoming rare as institutional pressures mount to win financial
support for research, and most empirical research which requires extensive data
collection will need to be resourced.

This chapter briefly describes opportunities for obtaining funds for social
research before going on to offer guidance on how to prepare a research pro-
posal.

Modes of research funding

At the extremes there are two main modes of funding social research: respon-
sive and prescriptive, although, increasingly, much research is funded by a
mode which falls somewhere in-between.

Responsive mode

This method of funding research is characteristic of the research councils
and charities in that the research community initiates ideas for research,
prepares proposals and submits them to the funding body for consideration.
The funding body will have a procedure in place to send proposals to peer
reviewers and others who may be interested in the research and to collate the
comments and judgements made. In light of the peer reviews, a panel will
consider all the applications received, prioritise them and award grants to those
that come sufficiently high in the rank order.

The significant features of this form of funding is that the researcher decides
what is worth doing and how it might be done. In the process of reviewing
applications, peer reviewers or the panel arbitrating on the proposals may feel
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the research is not important or not adequately scientifically specified and the
proposal may be unsuccessful for that reason. However, if it is judged to be
worthy and of sufficient priority, and secures funding, the researcher is left to
pursue the research as proposed. The only requirement will be to submit a
report at the end of the award. On occasions the funding body may impose
conditions but these are more to do with the logistics (ensuring that the
data is available, access will be granted, etc.) or details of finance. The funding
body will not enter into lengthy discussions to modify the proposal or tell the
researcher how it might be differently undertaken.

Prescriptive mode

Prescriptive mode (also known as directive mode) is the method of funding
operated by government departments in particular (although virtually all
funders will let some contracts this way). Through some deliberation over
policy or practice the government department will have identified an issue that
they wish to address through research and will be looking for an organisation
to undertake the research. Invariably they will prepare a specification of their
requirement and invite a number of research suppliers to be involved in a
competitive process to bid to do the work.

The important characteristics of this form of funding are that the funder
is the customer for the research and sets the requirements and the parameters
of the research. The researcher has to agree to meet that requirement and work
within those constraints. Because the customer has a vision of what is required,
there is likely to be a period of negotiation between the customer and the
supplier before agreement is reached and a contract signed. Furthermore, the
customer is likely to take an active interest in the project during its life cycle
and be involved in discussions about any changes to the project that might be
needed.

Hybrid: part prescriptive part responsive

The above presented the two extremes, but increasingly more research is
being funded through a mixture of prescriptive and responsive modes. Here
the funding body will identify particular themes that it wishes research to
address. A dedicated amount of money is set aside to fund that theme (often
referred to as a programme) and the research community is invited to come up
with proposals for research that falls within the remit of the programme. The
EU has always funded research in this way through its Framework Programme.
The ESRC has in the past set up various programmes; recent examples include:
Democracy and Participation, Growing Older, E-society and Future of Work.
Each programme will, typically, exist for three to four years, have a dedicated
budget of between £3 to 4 million, and sponsor twenty individual projects.
Charities can only fund research that falls within their charitable purposes, so
to that extent they have always been prescriptive. Within their remit, further
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research priorities are set. For example, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation
have established committees to take forward priority themes, including
Housing and Neighbourhoods, Poverty and Disadvantage, Drugs and Alcohol,
Parenting. Each committee periodically issues ‘calls for proposals’ to address
particular issues within those priority themes.

The advantages of programmes are that they can prioritise particularly
important or neglected topics for research and concentrate effort on it for a
fixed period of time by funding a range of related projects. Funders also take
the view that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. Synergies can be
formed bringing researchers together and value added through the interchange
of ideas and experiences. The public impact of a programme can be coordinated
and the funder will often appoint a Programme Director who will take a more
direct interest in the projects throughout the period of the programme.
A Steering Committee or an Advisory Committee may also be appointed. The
researchers working on the individual projects may be obliged to participate
in programme-wide activities such as programme workshops and programme
dissemination strategies.

Funders of social research

The world wide web has considerably simplified the task of obtaining details
of current opportunities for research funding. Most major commissioners and
funders of social research have well-developed websites which announce calls
for proposals, state their current thematic priorities, their criteria of eligibility,
guidance for applicants and even provide online application forms. It is not
necessary to provide a detailed description for each funding body here (and
any details provided might soon be out-of-date so would require verifying
at source). What is given is an overview and directions to obtain further
information.

As mentioned in Chapter 1, the research councils, the EU and charities
are the main ‘responsive mode’ funders of social research for those researchers
seeking support for research they have initiated themselves. The only constraint
is that the project may have to fall within a theme that has been prioritised,
or in the case of charities, within their area of interest or charitable aims.
Government departments and other public bodies set the agenda and invite
research suppliers to undertake the work.

The Research Councils

Of the eight UK Research Councils, the Economic and Social Research Council
(www.esrc.ac.uk) is entirely dedicated to social science research and the
main funder, spending around £68 million per annum on social research. (This
figure does not include the £26 million spent on postgraduate training.)
A proportion of the money (£13 million) is set aside for core support for specific
research centres (such as, the Centre for Economic Performance (CEP), the
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Transport Studies Unit (TSU) and the Centre for Economic Aspects of
Genomics (CESAGen)) and a proportion (£6 million) to support method-
ological developments and the infrastructure of social research (such as the
Economic and Social Data Service). This tranche of funding is administered by
the Research Resources Board. Of the remainder, £15 million is allocated to
support specific research programmes (such as, Future Governance, Evaluation
of Business Knowledge) and the largest amount, £16.5 million, to fund indi-
vidual grant applications initiated by social researchers themselves. (The
remaining £16 million is spent on research fellowships (see below), other
research infrastructure and equipment, other research methods and teaching
and learning initiatives.)

Only academics working in higher education institutions and ESRC
approved (mainly not-for-profit) independent social research centres are eligible
for ESRC funding (or funding from any research council). Opportunities to
bid for programme funding only arise at the inception of the specific
programme, but grant applications can be made at any time (although an appli-
cation may have to wait for the next cycle of the decision-making process.)
Grant applications are divided into small grants (currently those less than
£40k) and large grants (£40k to £750 k — the maximum that the ESRC will
grant). Small grants are subject to a ‘light touch’, being reviewed by only two
people, permitting decisions to be made relatively quickly on whether or not
to fund the research. Large grants, on the other hand, are more extensively
reviewed and prioritised by the Research Grants Board alongside other large
grants.

The ESRC maintains a database of research it has funded or is currently
funding (as well as providing a gateway to other online resources) which can
be searched to identify previous or ongoing similar research. The database can
be accessed at www.esrc.ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre/research.

Although the ESRC is the main sponsor, other research councils offer social
scientists opportunities for support. The subject area of the Arts and Humanities
Research Council (AHRC) (www.ahrc.ac.uk) overlaps considerably with
ESRC’s areas of interest, so much so that the two research councils have issued
a joint statement on Subject Coverage (see AHRB website for details). Two
examples serve to delineate their respective responsibilities. History: the
AHRB is the main sponsor of historical research but the ESRC will consider
applications addressing aspects of social and economic history. Law: the AHRB
funds research on the content or procedures of law whereas the ESRC funds
socio-legal studies, which reflect a focus on the socio-economic impact of the
law and the legal system. Having read the guidance, if a social researcher is
still not clear which council to submit the application to, a quick telephone
call to either council should resolve the matter.

The Medical Research Council (MRC) (www.mrc.ac.uk) funds research in
the area it defines as ‘People and Population Studies’, that is, research on the
effect of social and economic factors on health, including such social behaviours
as smoking, drinking and drug use. (Obviously an application to the MRC
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would be considerably strengthened if the social researcher applies jointly with
a medical researcher.)

While not a research council (and primarily funding science, engineering
and technological (SET) research), the Royal Society (www.royalsoc.ac.uk) does
fund what it describes as ‘Health and Human Sciences’ research. As with
applications to the MRC, applications to the Royal Society have a better chance
of success if they have a SET ‘edge’ or component or if submitted jointly with
a SET scientist.

European Union

The European Union funds research in various ways but mainly through
its Framework Programme. Each FP lasts for three to four years; the one in
operation now is FP6, covering the period 2003-06. (FP7 is currently being
formulated through consultations and discussions.) The overall budget for

FPG for the four years is 17.5 billion euros. Seven thematic areas have been
identified:

—_

Life sciences, genomics and biotechnology for health

Information society technologies

Nanotechnologies and nano-sciences, knowledge-based multifunctional
materials and new production processes and devices

Aeronautics and space

Food quality and safety

Sustainable development, global change and ecosystems

Citizens and governance in a knowledge-based society.

W N

~ O\ W

It can be seen that most of the research supported is science, engineering and
technology (SET), only one thematic area (the seventh) is specifically devoted
to social science. Nevertheless, some limited opportunity for social research
exists within the other thematic areas, often in collaboration with researchers
from other disciplinary backgrounds. A Framework Programme is ‘rolled out’
through ‘calls’ issued periodically during the four-year period. Each call will
invite expressions of interest or full proposals on a particular sub-topic within
a thematic area. It is rare for the EU to fund single-centre applications,
preferring to fund a consortium of collaborating research institutes across a
range of EU member states. It is thus imperative to find ‘partners’ for any
proposed project.

Detailed information on EU funding opportunities, including how to
apply and how to find partners can be found at the Community Research and
Development Information Service (CORDIS) website (http://fp6.cordis.lu/fp6/
home.cfm).

In order to assist the research community to apply for EU grants, the six
research councils have jointly established the UK Research Office (UKRO)
based in Brussels. UKRO services are only available to subscribers but most
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universities have subscribed so academics will be able to access the service. The
annual subscription is not cheap, at approximately £3,000 per annum for
academic institutions and voluntary sector organisations. Further information
is available at the UKRO website (www.ukro.ac.uk).

Charities

The main charities funding social research are the Joseph Rowntree Foundation,
the Nuffield Foundation and the Leverhulme Trust, but they will only fund
research on a topic that falls within their area of interest.

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (www.jrf.org.uk) supports research on
housing, social care and social policy. Within each area thematic programmes
are prioritised.

The Nuffield Foundation (www.nuffieldfoundation.org) funds social research
in the following areas: child protection, family law and justice, access to justice
and older people and their families. However, projects of exceptional merit
outside these areas will be considered.

The Leverhulme Trust (www.leverhulme.org.uk) is not restricted in the
research it can support but priorities are set and change periodically.

The Carnegie Trust (www.carnegie-trust.org) is also of note as it too supports
research, but only research undertaken by graduates of Scottish Universities or
research based at Scottish Universities.

A multitude of other smaller trusts currently fund or have been known
to fund social science research but space precludes listing them here. A good
source of information is the Charities Aid Foundation (CAF) Directory of Grant
Giving Trusts. This Directory, which is published annually in two volumes, can
be found in any sizeable local authority or higher educational institution
library. The vast majority of trusts listed do not fund research but other
programmes and activities, so it can be a time-consuming job identifying those
that do.

Research funding is also available from the National Lotteries Charities
Board, also now known as the Big Lottery Fund (www.nlcb.org.uk). The
Research Grant Programme dispenses £8 million per year for social and medical
research in four priority areas: young people, older people, people with learning
difficulties and people from black and ethnic minority groups. However, only
voluntary sector organisations are eligible to apply for the research grants.
Although universities are charities and thus legally qualified to apply they
are excluded as matter of policy by NLCB. If the eligible voluntary sector
otganisation does not have the in-house capacity or capability to undertake the
research it can enter into partnership with another research supplier (e.g. a
university or research centre), but the voluntary sector organisation must take
the lead in applying for funding and in managing the project.
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Government departments

Most UK government departments (and certainly all the major ones) sponsor
social research although the budgets for research vary considerably between
them. For further information about this sector an excellent starting point is
the Government Social Research website (www.gst.gov.uk). Social researchers
are employed in eighteen different departments. A brief description of the areas
of work and the organisation of research in each department is given together
with a link to the department’s own website where further information can be
obtained.

The department’s own website will invariably contain a copy of the depart-
ment’s research programme and details of its procedures for commissioning
research. A list of published research reports are available and increasingly, as
more are published electronically, the reports themselves can be downloaded
from the website.

As government departments operate by inviting research suppliers to
bid for contracts, the issue for the new researcher is to make themselves (and
their organisation) known to the department such that they might be invited
to bid. Some departments, but by no means all, publish annual programmes
of research detailing the projects they will be sponsoring in the coming year.
If produced, that document will be at the department’s website and will invite
researchers to submit an ‘expression of interest’ by completing a short form
briefly outlining the credentials and suitability of the organisation to under-
take the work. When it comes to commissioning the project during the year
the department will consider all those who have expressed an interest. Again,
some departments, but not all, have established a formal database of known
research suppliers, which can be referred to when seeking a pool of potential
contractors for a project. The website may give details of how an organisation
might register on that database. Failing all else a researcher seeking to become
established should simply ‘cold call’ the Head of Research in the department
to enquire what procedures the department has adopted to select research
suppliers for its contracts.

The Department of Health operates differently from other government
departments. In the previous chapter it was pointed out that the Department
of Health funds a significant number of dedicated research centres, but
much of the rest of its social research is commissioned via open tender. An
announcement of the requirement is placed in the media (principally the
Guardian, the Health Service Journal, the British Medical Journal and the Nursing
Times) and also on the Department’s website. Anyone can respond by obtaining
the detailed specification of requirement and by submitting a proposal. The
Department does not pre-select a shortlist of suppliers, which it invites to bid.

Although outside the scope of this book, readers may wish to be aware that
the GSR website advertises vacancies for research posts within government.
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Fellowships

The ESRC, the British Academy (www.britac.ac.uk), Leverhulme, Nuffield
and Carnegie have set aside a proportion of their funds to finance fellow-
ships. Rather than supporting a project the fellowship supports an individual
researcher for a fixed period and schemes are available to researchers at every
stage of their career. Many are directed at researchers having just completed
their PhD and are looking to become established in research. However, others
exist to relieve more experienced researchers from other administrative or
teaching duties in order that they can devote their full attention to undertaking
or completing a programme of research. There are even fellowships to support
recently retired academics.

Details of current funding opportunities is the publication Research Fortnight,
which (not surprisingly) is published every two weeks and lists all announce-
ments or calls for proposals by the main grant-making bodies. Research Fortnight
covers all areas of research and most of its content relates to the physical, natural
and medical sciences and less to the social sciences. Furthermore, it does not
provide a comprehensive list government sponsored research, which is often
by invitation only and not open to all to apply. Research Fortnight is expensive
to subscribe to, over £400 per year, but many large research institutions will
have subscribed and copies will be available to researchers working in them.

Preparing a proposal

Following the distinction drawn above between responsive and prescriptive
modes of funding, the researcher may have a particular research interest or a
good idea for research and seeks funding. The objective here is to identify
a funding body that is responsive to such research applications and then to
convince that body that the proposal is worthy (more worthy than other
applications it may have received) and should thereby be accorded sufficiently
high priority to qualify for support.

Alternatively, a researcher may have received a specification of requirement
from a commissioning body outlining a research question to be answered and
have been invited to submit a bid to carry out the work. In this situation the
researcher will be in direct competition with other organisations who have also
been invited to bid. The objective here is to demonstrate to the commissioner
that the researcher has the credentials and a plan to undertake the work well,
and better than the other bidders, and, furthermore, that his or her proposal
offers the best value for money.

Whether applying for a grant to support your research idea or responding
to an invitation to tender, it is first important to read carefully (and understand
fully) all instructions issued by the funding or commissioning body. To apply,
the applicant must first be eligible, that is, a bona fide organisation under the
remit of the funding body, and the subject of the research must fall within the
topic areas that the funding body can support. Each funding body will operate
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within certain boundaries and set out conditions or restrictions. These might
include:

the size of the grant

the duration of the project

the constituent elements for which financial support is given
the layout of the application

the appropriate form to be used

the word length of the application

the date by which the application should be submitted.

It is surprising how often one hears sponsors and commissioners of research
complain that applicants did not follow basic rules when preparing or sub-
mitting an application. Errors on the form do not always rule out an application
but it can often be detrimental as it may raise concerns about an applicant’s
competence. In a climate where there are many good applications from which
to choose, provoking any adverse reaction is to be avoided.

On what basis will an application be judged?

Insight into how an application will be judged can be instructive when
preparing a proposal. Applications to the ESRC are sent for peer review as well
as being assessed by members of the relevant Research Grants or Programme
Board who are experts in their chosen field. The applications are marked
according to a scale, which varies depending on whether it is a small grant or
a large grant and whether it is to be judged by an external academic referee,
internal Board Assessor/Member or whether by a representative of the user
community. The details are confusing and not relevant as all projects in
competition with each other are marked on the same scale. What are important
are the four key criteria that reviewers and assessors are requested to take into
account. They are:

originality: potential contribution to knowledge
research design and methods

value for money

communication strategy and planned output.

W N =

As a member of a team recently tasked to examine the ESRC procedures
for granting awards, and in particular to consider why some social science
disciplines appear to be more successful than others, it was clear that reviewers
did deliberate over all four criteria. Around 300 applications were exam-
ined together with the marks and comments of reviewers. In addition, thirty
reviewers were interviewed. Reviewers did not always feel themselves to be
competent at judging ‘communication strategy and planned output’ although
they were keen to see that a strategy had been clearly formulated. ‘Value for
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money’ posed problems too, although some projects fell because it was clear
that a large amount of money was requested even though very little fieldwork
was to be carried out. Thus criteria 3 and 4 could have a large negative effect
but applied to few applications.

It was clear that reviewers felt most competent to judge the theoretical and
methodological aspects of an application encompassed in the first two criteria.
Assessment of ‘research design and methods’ was a technical and professional
judgement of whether the proposed method was feasible, doable and was
appropriate and robust enough to uncover the information and test the
hypothesis. Once satisfied that the application scored well on the other three
criteria, ‘originality: potential contribution to knowledge’ seemed paramount.
Key for reviewers was that the boundaries of knowledge would (or at least
potentially could) be pushed forward by the research, that knowledge would
advance as a result of the project. Several said that when considering a project
they ask the question ‘so what’? That is, will scientific knowledge be the poorer
for not funding the project? If the answer is no, the application is effectively
doomed.

An application submitted to a government department following an
invitation to tender will be assessed by the Evaluation Panel assembled for that
project. The Panel most likely will comprise a member of the department’s
social research group, another professional analyst (for example, a statistician
or economist), the main policy customer (who will have requested the project
and be extremely knowledgeable about the context for the research) and,
perhaps, a practitioner (who will bring insights regarding the setting of the
research and the subjects of the research).

The criteria they will apply will have been set out in the specification of
requirement (discussed in Chapter 3). Universal criteria most commonly
applied include:

¢ understanding of the assignment/development of the research brief

e feasibility and efficiency of the design/methodology/outputs proposed

e relevant experience of the researchers/organisation (and subcontractors
where relevant)/track record

project management/suitability of working arrangements

suitability of timetable and ability to meet it

cost and value for money

quality assurance control mechanisms.

Other criteria may be added depending on the specific characteristics of the
research, for example, if the research addresses particularly sensitive issues
or engages particular subject groups such as children, the elderly, those with
learning difficulties. In these situations the government department may place
more emphasis on ethical issues, previous skills and experience or plans to
overcome potential difficulties.
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Specific topics to be addressed when preparing a proposal

Whether applying for a grant or responding to an invitation to tender I
offer a checklist of specific topics that need to be considered. Of course, not
all will feature in every proposal and the emphasis will change according
to the requirements of the particular situation. Nevertheless all should be
thought through if only to be dismissed. And, to re-empbhasise, this checklist
should be considered alongside the specific instructions originating from the
commissioning or funding body.

Makes the case for research/understands the issues

If applying for a grant to support research you have initiated you have obviously
got to convince the review panel that the topic needs researching and should
receive priority. The proposal has to communicate the theoretical and scientific
knowledge which will stem from the research and why it is important and
timely to undertake the research now. Set out how the frontiers of knowledge
will be advanced or enhancements to practice will be achieved as a result of the
project. Who will benefit from the research and how will they benefit? Above
all, state clearly and intelligibly the aims and objectives for the project. It is
also essential to convey your and the team’s interest, enthusiasm and commit-
ment for the research.

If responding to an invitation to tender the approach is obviously different.
The commissioner has stated that they want the research undertaken, so the
researcher has to show that he or she fully understands the issues they want
addressing. In their guidance, government departments state that they are
looking for awareness of the context of the research and thought about the
research aims. Do not merely reiterate what is in the specification of require-
ment but attempt to show how the understanding you bring to the topic will
generate further insights and add value in developing the aims of the research.

Builds on previous velevant research/bhas relevant knowledge

In responsive mode the researcher will need to demonstrate that the research
issue has been properly formulated and relates to current scientific and
theoretical debates and builds on previous relevant research. A significant
proportion of the proposal will hence be devoted to critiquing existing theo-
retical discourse and justifying a theoretical framework for the research. It is
also expected to review previous literature in some depth in order to identify
gaps in knowledge and to set the context for the study. At the barest minimum
the proposal needs to confirm that the research or similar research has not been
done before (unless the aim is to replicate previous research).

When responding to an invitation to tender, the emphasis will be different.
Much of the literature may be referenced in the specification of requirement
and the commissioner will be unlikely to be seeking developments in theory
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from the research. In such cases it may actually be a disadvantage to devote
undue attention to theory or previous literature as the review panel may
interpret this as an indication that the proposer has an ‘academic’ agenda that
is more important to them than meeting the commissioner’s objectives.
Nevertheless, if literature exists that may have been overlooked or which
specifically develops the research aims it should be cited and its significance
highlighted. Similarly, theoretical perspectives that are important to the
research aims should not be ignored. Regardless of how literature and theory
are presented the researcher needs to demonstrate that he or she has the relevant
knowledge that enables them to understand the nuances of the issues to be
addressed and can utilise that knowledge to the benefit of the project.

Stakeholder analysis

Have all the stakeholders been identified and do any need to be contacted either
to lend support to the project (and thereby strengthen its chances of success)
or to facilitate access to data or research subjects? The proposal will need to
state that stakeholders have agreed to cooperate with the research.

A specification of requirement will probably identify stakeholders but even
here it will be important to clarify in the proposal how the stakeholders will
be approached and engaged in the research.

Risk assessment

Consider all risks. What is problematic, what could go wrong and what precau-
tions will be implemented to minimise the risks identified? The specification
of requirement may have highlighted some of the risks and may be seeking
the views of the proposer on an appropriate strategy for dealing with them.
However, the researcher will still need to consider any other risks not least
because they may well have significant implications for the method, timetable
and cost of the project. Both the stakeholder analysis and the risk assessment
might lead the researcher to make initial enquiries or contacts to smooth the
passage of the research. Stakeholder and risk analysis were the subject of
Chapter 2.

Ethical issues resolved

It is a requirement when applying to ESRC and most other funders and
commissioners of research for applicants to have considered the ethical issues
surrounding their project. ESRC funding guidance states:

Where ethical considerations arise in the design or conduct of the
proposed research, applicants are asked to address these explicitly in their
proposal.
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And later:

Applicants should demonstrate that full consideration has been given to
the ethical implications of their research, and justify their means of
resolving the ethical issues arising. If applicants are proposing to refer to a
professional code of ethics governing research in their area, this should be
specified and the appropriate part of the code appended to their application.

Ethical issues arising in social research are dealt with in greater depth in
Chapter 11.

Research design/methodology

Obviously all proposals need to state clearly how the research will be carried
out but more importantly why the chosen design is the appropriate approach
(and superior to others) in achieving the aims and objectives of the project.
In so doing it may be necessary to discuss alternative methodologies and
any experience you may have had of them. Primarily, the methodology needs
to be justified on scientific grounds but also on grounds of practicality and
cost-effectiveness.

Spell out also how the data (whether qualitative or quantitative) will be
analysed both in terms of the over-riding strategy and approach to be taken
and the specific data analysis techniques to be employed. It is also important
to relay how the analysis will provide answers to the research questions thus
linking analysis of the data to the aims and objectives of the project.

A specification of requirement may suggest a methodology for the project.
However, most funders would be receptive to alternative research designs if
convinced that it would lead to a better outcome from the research (that is, a
more scientifically robust result) or if the same output could be achieved at
less cost, in a shorter timescale or in a way that was less onerous to research
participants/data providers. Before proposing an alternative, the researcher
would be well advised to speak to the commissioner as there may be particular
reasons why a specific approach had been indicated.

Project plan and timetable

The proposal will need to include a sufficiently detailed plan to show how
the work will be undertaken, how the stages knit together and how this
fits into an overall and realistic timetable. The plan needs to highlight the
critical activities and the steps that will be taken to monitor progress and to
keep the project on track. The plan should also indicate ‘who does what when’,
linking the individual activities to the staff and other resources of the project
and stating how much time each person is to devote to each activity. This
will be especially important in a collaborative project where individuals or
organisations propose to work together on the project. Project planning is the
subject of Chapter 6.
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Management structure

Who will lead the project, take overall responsibility and be ultimately
accountable for the work? Make sure that person has allocated sufficient time
to perform the task properly. The evidence suggests that Principal Investigators
underestimate how much time is required in leading a project and feel they
can combine this role with too many other duties. Routine management tasks,
negotiations and quality-assuring the work take time, and there is always the
unexpected to deal with.

Other management structures such as team meetings, internal reporting and
procedures for ensuring quality need to be thought through. It is also impor-
tant to include structures for liaising and engaging stakeholders, especially the
commissioning or funding body.

Quality assurance

Funders are increasingly wanting to see procedures in place to ensure the
quality of the work undertaken in the project. Points raised above about project
management and minimising risk will be part of any quality plan. The quality
plan will also depend on the nature of the project. Quality assurance is discussed
in more detail in Chapter 8. Indicate who will write the report(s) and how that
process is to be managed and quality assured — see Chapter 9 on dissemination.

Skills of team

It goes without saying that the team need to have the skills and experience to
undertake the project to a high standard. However, simply appending CVs
to the application is very rarely sufficient as they invariably take the form
of one-line entries of posts held, previous research projects or grants held
and publications. It is often difficult for those making funding decisions to
appreciate the suitability of the researchers from such cryptic descriptions.
A statement should be included which makes clear what knowledge, skills
and previous experience the team has which is relevant to the project being
proposed. Have the team (or members of it) worked with these stakeholders
before? If so, describe the nature of that experience. Does the team have
experience of the methodology and is it familiar with the data being collected?
Has the team written reports for the commissioner before and is it possible to
indicate from previous work their ability to write a satisfactory report this
time?

Vialue for money/costings

Costs of the project will need to be estimated and presented. Funders issue
instructions on what they are prepared to pay for and how they want the costs
disaggregated by item of expenditure or type of activity. Financial aspects are
discussed in the next section, however, it is important to emphasise here that
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adequate provision should be made for price changes that might occur through-
out the project brought about by inflation or salary increases. Researchers often
underestimate the costs involved in managing and quality-assuring a project
and in liaising with funders by attending steering group or advisory group
meetings. In a competitive market a balance has to be struck between obtaining
generous resources to accommodate the unexpected while not being signifi-
cantly undercut by the opposition. Nevertheless, if a fixed price contract is
agreed the work will have to be completed for that price. One way of over-
coming this problem is to present alternative costed options within a proposal;
this may be appropriate when bidding for contracts, such as government
contracts where no information is provided on the budget allocated for the
project.

In the final reckoning the proposal will be judged on value for money not
simply cost. So stand back, put yourself in the funder’s position and ask yourself
whether the work involved and the outputs from the project represent good
value for the total cost of the project.

Additional comments on writing proposals

It is important to allow sufficient time for writing a proposal. Time will be
required to consult with collaborators, assess options and to obtain stake-
holders’ support. And time will be needed to obtain all the necessary approval
and signatures of the Head of the Department, Head of Finance or any other
appropriate person within the organisation/institution. It is also important to
quality-assure the proposal itself. In many circumstances time is of the essence
as the commissioner may only have allowed three weeks for the preparation of
a proposal.

Take steps to ensure that the proposal is well written and presented. It is not
uncommon to hear funders say ‘if the proposal itself is not well written it does
not give us confidence that the final report will be well written’. Chapter 9 on
dissemination discusses report writing and many of the points made there are
also relevant to writing proposals.

Give thought to layout and presentation. In many cases the funder’s appli-
cation form will determine the information to be presented, the ordering
of the information and so on. Nevertheless, bear in mind that any proposal may
be photocopied (or printed if submitted on disk or electronically), faxed and
widely circulated. Allow sufficient margins at the top, bottom and at each side,
and think about numbering sections as well as pages. It is not unknown to
receive a proposal where vital information has been lost through photocopying,
most commonly the page numbers, which can lead to the proposal being
reassembled in the wrong order.

Also be aware that many assessors of a proposal will not be experts in the
field or will not have time to read the proposal in detail. Write in plain English
and make sure that technical terms, if needed, are explained. Include clear
summaries of the proposal, in prominent positions and clearly signposted.
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Ask a colleague or friend to read the proposal to quality-assure it. Someone
not involved in its production can read the proposal afresh and in a way the
originator cannot. However, make sure that whoever performs this role is
capable of doing it, and that does not just mean a person with the relevant
knowledge and experience but someone whose relationship to you will not
prevent them from being objective and appropriately critical.

Costing a project

When estimating the costs of a research project an applicant will need to ensure
that the funds requested satisfy the following conditions:

they are adequate to complete the work to the required standard
they represent value for money

they are competitive

they fall within the funder’s eligibility criteria

they are disaggregaged and set out in a way that the funder requires.

Two points immediately stem from this list of conditions.

First, it is important to read the funding body’s guidance on what items
of expenditure they will meet and how they want the costs expressed in the
application. Some funders place a ceiling on the amount they will grant for
any one project.

Second, several of the conditions potentially conflict with each other. For
example, a funder’s eligibility criteria may preclude meeting certain costs and
hence the full cost of the project. Making allowances for contingencies may
increase costs to a level that makes the bid uncompetitive. A risk analysis is
important here in order to gauge the financial implications of alternative
scenarios. Furthermore, if the research sites have not been identified in advance,
it may be difficult to estimate travel and subsistence expenses.

Eligibility

Research councils/ESRC

The ESRC will meet the full direct costs of the project apart from those
associated with the permanent academic staff and premises. Thus it will meet
the full staffing costs (salary, superannuation and national insurance) of those
working on the project, including research assistants hired specifically for
the project, and administrative, technical and secretarial support staff. The
support staff may already be employed by the institution, but a proportion of
their time will, in future, be devoted to the project. The ESRC will also meet
the costs for replacement teaching in order to ‘buy out’ a permanent member
of staff to work on the project if the work cannot be accommodated within
existing commitments.
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All travel and subsistence, which is incurred as a direct result of the project
can be claimed as well as the cost of ‘consumables’ (equipment, stationery and
photocopying, postage and phone calls, any specialist literature and software
that needs to be acquired and attendance at specialist meetings or conferences
to gain knowledge or gather vital information).

In addition, the ESRC will meet the costs of implementing the proposed
dissemination strategy including arranging presentations to users and atten-
dance at academic conferences to present findings. As a rule, the total costs for
dissemination cannot exceed 5 per cent of the total cost of the project.

Although the ESRC will not meet indirect costs of the project, that is, the
cost of the premises in which the researchers are located and all the infra-
structure that is associated with it (library, central computer systems, finance
and human resource support departments, etc.) the ESRC makes a contribution
in the form of a standard rate, currently 46 per cent of the total direct staff
costs (often referred to as ‘institutional overheads’). However, the<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>