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Foreword

The Campaign for Social Science was set up in 2011 to inform public policy, build coalitions 
and engage in measured advocacy. It sprang from the Academy of  Social Sciences, whose 
thousand Fellows are eminent academics and practitioners in business, government and 
civil society; 47 learned societies are also members, representing 90,000 social scientists 
in varied settings. In this report we showcase the economic and social dimensions of  UK 
science today and look forward to tomorrow with recommendations for this and the next 
government to consider. 

At the 2015 Westminster elections and through the spending review that will follow, the 
Campaign has a robust case to make to the Treasury, ministers, MPs and policymakers. 
Research, data collection and education and training in social science must be sustained. 
On them depend innovation, productivity growth, civic resilience and much more. Without 
adequate investment the UK loses.

This report summarises for a wider public what social scientists are doing in its midst. The 
business of  social science is what people do and how they behave, as citizens, consumers, 
producers and holders of  opinions: it’s them we seek to understand, ‘nudge’ and explain. 

Large problems – call them challenges or opportunities – lie ahead. Whatever the election 
outcome they will go on demanding the skills and imagination of  well-trained social scien-
tists. Whether we look abroad to regions of  conflict or within the UK to divergent claims on 
state and nationhood, whether we think about flows of  capital and people between nations 
or new modes of  exchanging data over distance: social science brings an accumulated stock 
of  knowledge and characteristic methods of  inquiry to understand and deal with our world. 

It does so in collaboration. The challenges of  the next decade will demand evidence and 
insight from social scientists working in new ways with colleagues from the natural sci-
ences, engineering, arts and humanities. Much of  Sir Mark Walport’s first annual report 
as Government Chief  Scientific Adviser (GCSA) reflected studies on risk, uncertainty and 
enterprise by social scientists. It’s with confidence in the necessity of  social science that the 
report stakes its claim on scarce resources.

We would like to thank all those who have devoted time to the project. Particularly the 
Working Group, who shaped its conclusions. Also the Review Group, chaired by Paul Boyle, 
who were enlisted to prevent us straying too far from good sense, though they are not 
responsible for our conclusions. We are very grateful to SAGE for publishing the report; 
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CAMPAIGN for SOCIAL SCIENCEviii

also to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, British Sociological Association, Regional Studies 
Association, British Psychological Society, Nuffield Foundation and Royal Statistical Society 
for their support.

We are launching The Business of  People in February 2015, and will use it as the basis of  our 
advocacy on behalf  of  the social sciences through the general election, spending review and 
beyond. We also plan to take the report on a roadshow to more than 25 universities. If  you 
would like to join the Campaign to support and strengthen our efforts, please do get in touch.

James Wilsdon
Chair, Campaign for Social Science

policy@acss.org.uk
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Working group

James Wilsdon (Chair), professor of  science and democracy, University of  Sussex; Simon 
Bastow, senior research fellow, LSE Public Policy Group; Claire Callender FAcSS, profes-
sor of  higher education policy, Birkbeck and UCL Institute of  Education, London; Diane 
Coyle, head, Enlightenment Economics and former Vice-Chair, BBC Trust; Will Davies, 
senior lecturer in politics, Goldsmiths, University of  London; Charlie Edwards, director of  
national security and resilience studies, Royal United Services Institute; Sally Hardy FAcSS, 
chief  executive, Regional Studies Association; Michelle Harrison, chief  executive, TNS 
BMRB; John Henneberry FAcSS, professor of  property development studies, University of  
Sheffield; Heather Laurie, director, Institute for Social and Economic Research, University 
of  Essex; Melissa Leach, director, Institute of  Development Studies, University of  Sussex; 
Ziyad Marar, global publishing director, SAGE; Helen Margetts FAcSS, director, Oxford 
Internet Institute, University of  Oxford; Daryl O’Connor FAcSS, professor of  psychol-
ogy, University of  Leeds; Jane Pilcher, senior lecturer in sociology, University of  Leicester; 
Michael Reiss FAcSS, professor of  science education, UCL Institute of  Education, London; 
Andy Ross, director, High Oak Enterprises and former deputy director, Government 
Economic Service; Sue Scott FAcSS, honorary professor of  sociology, Centre for Women’s 
Studies, University of  York; Hetan Shah, executive director, Royal Statistical Society; Pat 
Thane FBA, research professor in contemporary history, King’s College London; David 
Walker FAcSS, head of  policy, Academy of  Social Sciences; Neil Ward FAcSS, pro vice-
chancellor, University of  East Anglia.

REVIEW PANEL

Paul Boyle FAcSS FBA (Chair), vice-chancellor, University of  Leicester and former chief  
executive, Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC); Sir Charles Bean, former dep-
uty governor, Bank of  England and professor of  economics, London School of  Economics; 
Colin Crouch FAcSS FBA, vice-president, British Academy and emeritus professor, Warwick 
Business School, University of  Warwick; Sir Andrew Dilnot, warden, Nuffield College, 
Oxford and Chair, UK Statistics Authority; Dame Janet Finch FAcSS, former vice-chan-
cellor, Keele University; John Goddard FAcSS, emeritus professor of  regional development 
studies, Newcastle University; Dame Jil Matheson FAcSS, former National Statistician; 
Sir Peter Scott FAcSS, professor of  higher education studies, UCL Institute of  Education, 
London; John Urry FAcSS, distinguished professor of  sociology, Lancaster University.
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Executive summary

The challenges facing the UK – its prosperity and functioning as a place for trade, creativity, 
exchange, equity, and opportunity – will be met only if  we deploy social science knowledge, 
skills and methods of  inquiry ever more intensively. To thrive we must innovate. In innova-
tion, we must marry progress in technology and the physical and life sciences with insights 
from studying behaviour, place, economy and society. To exploit the vastness of  Big Data 
emerging from social media, the biosphere, health and public administration we need col-
laboration across the disciplines.

Advancing and applying science depends on profits, policies, markets, organisations and 
attitudes. These are social science themes. In Our plan for growth (the science and innovation 
strategy published in December 2014), the government underlined the necessity of  deploy-
ing ‘all the sciences’. Within this mix, social science supplies tools, concepts and models to 
help us think about and run the state and markets.

We join with colleagues from other disciplines in calling for more public investment in 
research. The advance of  knowledge is a precondition for prosperity (and the tax revenues 
it supplies).

UK research enjoys high international standing, to which social science makes an impressive 
contribution. UK-based social scientists deliver disproportionately to their numbers and 
funding, as attested by global citation indices and benchmarking reviews. The results of  the 
2014 Research Excellence Framework (REF) show the enduring quality of  the UK’s world-
leading individuals and departments in the social sciences and such top-ranking institutions 
as the LSE.

As in 2015 it celebrates its 50th anniversary, the ESRC must be financially equipped to con-
tribute to cross-disciplinary programmes while supporting training and at least maintaining – if  
not improving – the proportion of  alpha-rated research proposals it can fund. Social science 
capital investment projects (for example longitudinal and consumer data) deserve greater 
prominence in the government’s ‘roadmap’ for future investment and must be sustained. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Investment

1.1 The 2015 spending review should ring-fence the budget for science and innovation and 
pledge real terms growth of  at least 10 per cent over the lifetime of  the next parliament.

1.2 This additional funding should be dedicated to interdisciplinary research and cross-coun-
cil programmes.

1.3 Further iterations of  the government’s strategy for science and innovation must recognise 
the contribution of  social science more explicitly, particularly innovations in organisational 
processes and productivity derived from social science and its role in understanding the 
nature of  innovation itself.

1.4 We urge the Treasury and HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) to examine how the 
Research and Development (R&D) tax regime might better recognise and support social-
science-derived innovations in organisational process.

1.5 We welcome the recognition of  social science in the capital investment roadmap and 
urge the next government to continue support, both revenue and capital, for the interna-
tionally acclaimed birth cohort and longitudinal studies.

2. Research priorities

2.1 We urge the Nurse Review of  the research councils to recognise the indispensable con-
tribution of  social science to cross-disciplinary, problem-focussed research, to push further 
strategic coordination between the research councils, and to build on the 2014 Triennial 
Review’s endorsement of  the ESRC’s leadership in and support for collaborative work.

2.2 The ESRC share of  the research council budget must better reflect its value for money, 
support for excellence and promotion of  impact, as attested by the 2014 REF results. 

2.3 The ESRC must be equipped to support work on the challenges up to 2020 described 
in this report, including innovation in collecting and analysing Big Data and new forms of  
data.

2.4 The UK’s capacity for interdisciplinary research is a great asset in international collabo-
ration and the new £375 million Newton Fund should give priority to projects that bring 
together natural and social scientists and engineers to work with counterparts in the emerg-
ing economies on shared social and environmental challenges.
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3. Other funding points

3.1. The dual support system for scientific research and scholarship should be maintained, 
recognising the critical role of  Quality-Related (QR) funds in maintaining excellence and 
diversity in social science. 

3.2. University leaders and social scientists must ensure, within individual universities, that 
QR funds intended to support social science reach their target.

3.3 We recommend that in preparation for the next research excellence exercise, the fund-
ing councils allow researchers to submit outputs to more than one assessment panel, in 
order to support interdisciplinary ways of  working.

3.4 Beyond the ringfenced science budget, Whitehall departments and the devolved adminis-
trations should sustain investment in social science research and data. Resources available to 
the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and the devolved statistical agencies should reflect 
their prime importance in providing quality-assured socio-economic data and analysis. 

4. Students

4.1 Loans for taught master’s degrees must ensure fair access across the social sciences, and 
social science expertise should be applied in evaluating their effects on social mobility, labour 
markets and meeting strategic needs. 

4.2 The next government should keep international students out of  any targets to reduce 
net migration and reintroduce an option for non-EU graduates to stay in the UK to work 
for up to two years. 

4.3 Building on such initiatives as the Q-Step Centres, social science education must increas-
ingly equip the next generation of  researchers with quantitative techniques, the capacity 
to acquire and analyse new forms of  data and the disposition to collaborate with other 
scientists.

5. Strategy

5.1 The Government Chief  Scientific Adviser (GCSA) should produce a new strategic 
framework for the social sciences, encompassing research, data and the supply of  trained 
people to meet the needs of  individual disciplines, business and government. 

5.2 The UK Strategic Forum for the Social Sciences should be reconstituted to support the 
GCSA in preparing this framework, by gathering evidence and monitoring the pipeline of  
social scientists moving into business, government, the universities and research. 
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5.3 Areas of  strategic priority for the next five years include data skills, macroeconomics and 
equipping more social scientists for collaborative working across the disciplines.

6. Data

6.1 Strategy must embrace collection and analysis of  data by the ONS and the devolved sta-
tistical agencies, the decennial census, the UK Data Service and other ESRC resources, and 
the commissioning of  surveys by Whitehall departments and the devolved administrations 
in the context of  policies on open and shared data. 

6.2 We urge the next UK government to carry forward the Cabinet Office’s work on creat-
ing a statutory presumption in favour of  sharing de-identified public (administrative) data 
for research purposes.

7. Government and social science

7.1 At Westminster, the Prime Minister, Cabinet Secretary and GCSA need a ‘chief  social 
scientist’ to supply wide social science perspectives on institutions, behaviour and data.

7.2 We urge more Whitehall departments to appoint candidates from social science back-
grounds as their chief  scientific advisers and correspondingly encourage more social science 
researchers and practitioners to put themselves forward for appointment.

7.3 Departmental science advisory committees should be enriched by the appointment of  
more social scientists.

7.4 Arm’s-length bodies and local authorities, especially in big cities, should review their use 
and commissioning of  social science knowledge and evidence. 

7.5 Social scientific advice to the Westminster parliament and the legislative bodies in the 
devolved administrations should be strengthened, as part of  broader modernisation of  scru-
tiny and the supply of  evidence.
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This role should be based within the Government Office for Science (working with the 
GCSA) or added to the responsibilities of  one of  the departmental chief  scientific advisers.

In addition, we urge more Whitehall departments to appoint candidates from 
social science backgrounds as their chief scientific advisers, as in the DfE and 
the Treasury. 

Departmental advisory committees should also (as in Defra and DECC) rou-
tinely include social scientists, both academics and practitioners. Arm’s-length 
bodies, quangos and local authorities – especially in large cities – should review 
their use and commissioning of social science knowledge and evidence.

Ministers and representatives and civil servants could be better equipped to commission 
evidence. It is still rare to find maps of  knowledge needs (such as the DfE’s) or strategies for 
evidence (such as Defra’s). Research councils connect only ad hoc with departments. There 
is a long way to go either before existing policies are routinely evaluated or plans checked 
against evidence, let alone made subject to experiment, piloting or trial.45 Social science 
analysis and financial audit, though their subject matter and questions are often similar, tend 
not to be joined up. 

Yet good evidence for policymakers abounds, along with the expertise to apply it. For exam-
ple, research for the Sutton Trust calibrates the effect of  teacher quality. In partnership with 
the Treasury and HMRC, the IFS is helping design tax operations and policy. The Scottish 
Government’s Centre of  Expertise on Climate Change collaborates with social scientists, 
for example from the University of  Strathclyde. The MoD is cooperating with the ESRC in 
bringing social scientists from universities and the thinktanks together with officials and ser-
vices staff  to scope challenges for the next Strategic Defence Review.

Social scientists are involved both as advisers and witnesses in parliamentary inquiries and 
their value is now being recognised at Westminster and in the devolved parliaments and 
assemblies. Thanks to ESRC support, the Parliamentary Office for Science and Technology 
now includes social science advisers, but more needs to be done to equip representatives 
for scrutiny and oversight and feed into value for money studies by the National Audit 
Office and parallel bodies. Social scientific advice to the Westminster parliament 
and the legislative bodies in the devolved administrations should be further 
strengthened, as part of broader modernisation of scrutiny and oversight. 

Successive reports – most recently from the ESRC’s ‘knowledge navigators’ – say the 
effectiveness of  local authorities could be improved if  they had a closer relationship with 
producers of  knowledge, data and analysis, either individually or through their central 
associations. 
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CASE STUDY

Tighter evaluation of  policies and how they are delivered is more than ever a 
precondition of  better value for money. Inspired by the National Institute for 
Health and Care Excellence, What Works centres use social science methods to 
collect evidence to evaluate and improve performance of  government agencies, 
local authorities and voluntary bodies. National adviser David Halpern, a 
distinguished social scientist in his own right, says the aim is to offer the best 
expert assessment to professional service staff  or policy commissioners. It’s for 
them to make the final judgement on what to do, weighing up public sentiment 
and the context of  policy as well as the impartial expert view.

The centres sit firmly within the social science ecosystem, relying on long strands 
of  previous work and the continuing capacity of  the ESRC and government 
research commissioners to innovate and back new projects. The seven UK 
central government centres cover areas where around £200 billion is spent 
each year. They include the College of  Policing Centre for Crime Reduction, 
the Education Endowment Foundation, the EIF, the Centre for Local Economic 
Growth, the Centre for Ageing Better (improved quality of  life for older people) 
and the Centre for Wellbeing. In addition there is What Works Scotland, 
focused on public service improvement, and the Public Policy Institute for Wales, 
providing advice across the range of  Welsh Government competencies in a 
rolling programme agreed with the First Minister. The centres review existing 
findings and stimulate new inquiries, disseminating results to decision makers and 
improving the capacity of  government to commission and apply evidence. Among 
recent findings is the discovery that pupils in a class with a teaching assistant do 
not, on average, perform better than those in a class with only a teacher; but 
teaching assistants can have a positive impact if  they are trained in specific ways, 
backed by trials in schools. Another shows how small group tuition can be a 
cost-effective alternative to one-to-one teaching for struggling pupils. All review 
existing research findings and stimulate new inquiries, disseminating results to 
decision makers and improving the capacity of  public officials to commission 
and apply evidence. The Centre for Local Economic Growth found ‘the overall 
measurable effects of  major sport and culture projects on a local economy tend 
not to be large and are more often zero’, with wage and income effects usually 
small and limited to the immediate locality or particular types of  worker.

But the What Works centres only ‘work’ if  they are rigorous and intellectually independent. 
The precondition for their success is the health of  the UK social science ecosystem – which 
depends, we say, on clearer recognition of  research strength in official strategy and sustained 
public investment.
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