Review of Science in the Home Office
A note from Sir David King to Sir David Normington for publication on 22nd May 2007
Summary of First Stage: Main Themes, Conclusions and Recommendations
The recommendations presented in this note are based on the first stage of the OSI review and are being sent to you at this stage to fulfil our agreement that findings are made available in time to feed in to the department’s Reform Programme. They precede the announcement of the reorganisation of the Home Office but I believe that all of the material presented here remains valid. A lot of work has been done on the review to-date (with full co-operation from Home Office staff) but more remains to be done and this will need to be tailored to meet the department’s new remit (as was the case when we reviewed ODPM – CLG recently).
Almost all of the recommendations set out below relate to the need for the Home Office to:

a) make better use of science, especially in policy-making 
(see Recommendations 1, 3, 9, 10, 11, 13 and 14); and

b) adopt a more joined-up approach across the scientific disciplines in the department, especially between the natural and social sciences
(see Recommendations 2, 4, 6(b), 9, 10 and 15).

Implementation of the recommendations would go a long way towards achieving these two aims.
To reinforce the fact that our reviews are more about sharing good practice than merely finding fault, I should make the points that:

· we have identified a number of important examples of good practice (see the text boxes in paras.2, 12, 13, 15, 16, 19-21, 25, 31, 36 and 49-51);
· many of our conclusions and recommendations are based on good practice in parts of the Home Office that I believe the wider department could copy (for example Recommendations 4, 6a, 9, 10, 11, 14 and 15); and
· the review so far also contains many messages that apply equally to other Government departments (e.g. Recommendations 1, 4(b), 7, 8, 10, 12 and 14 and paras. 3, 10, 15, 19-21, 29 and 51-53).
It is encouraging that several of our other recommendations are already acknowledged or being implemented (Recommendations 1, 6a, 6c, 9 and 13).
I would of course welcome the opportunity to discuss the recommendations with you and Paul Wiles and am copying this note to our Steering Panel members who have been very helpful in peer-reviewing and building on the ideas it contains.
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1. Science Strategy

1.
The HO Science and Innovation strategy is generally agreed to be very much a first attempt, primarily setting out the department’s present activities. Awareness of the document outside the department is generally low. It is acknowledged both within the department and outside that:

	Recommendation 1

As the department itself recognises, the next version of the Home Office science strategy needs to be more of a forward look and be fully integrated with the department’s business plan. It should also be made clear how sectoral business plans and activities contribute to delivery of the overall science strategy.



2.
There are examples of science strategies being developed at a sectoral level (for both social and natural sciences, e.g. HOSDB, FSPU and NOMS), often in consultation with existing, external groups that also play a role in advising on issues such as horizon scanning or oversight of current and new programmes.

	The development of science strategies at a sectoral level in parts of HO is supported and could serve as an example for other sectors (and Other Government Departments (OGDs)) to follow.




3.
There are clear benefits to having embedded scientists in the sectors of a department and devolved science budgets in terms of being an intelligent customer for science (for example, see para.27). However, a weakness of this dispersed approach is the tendency to miss out on longer-term, strategic research needs and to not cover issues that cut across sectoral boundaries.

	Recommendation 2
Home Office needs for cross-cutting, strategic research should be met by allocating a budget for such work to the Chief Scientific Adviser (CSA)’s central science team.



2. Horizon Scanning

4.
Among staff within HO, there is awareness of the need for Horizon Scanning (HS) but most social science (RDS) staff within the policy sectors do not feel they have enough time to do HS, other than on an informal basis. It is a common complaint that too much of their time is taken up ‘fire-fighting’ to be able to take more than a cursory view of emerging threats and opportunities over the horizon. Equally, amongst their policy colleagues, there is little or no enthusiasm to do HS and, as a result, not much happening. A telling comment from one senior RDS interviewee was to the effect that “we have not yet reached the stage where policy colleagues will always consult us about current issues but this is increasingly the case. When we have achieved that, then they might be persuaded to think about the future.”

5.
A few examples of the benefits of HS and the difficulties caused by not doing it have been provided by ASP and HOSDB.

6.
One possible additional role for sectoral strategy boards (including members external to HO) would be to encourage and take part in HS. There is some informal HS activity within sectors and, for example in parts of HOSDB where a failure to foresee threats would have implications for national security, greater use is made of external and internal advisory groups to feed in ideas.

7.
In a department as large as HO, HS probably needs to take place at a sectoral level, provided that there is oversight at some level, to ensure that cross-cutting issues are not missed and that ideas and good practice are shared. A Central Intelligence Hub (CIH) has been set up within the central science team but this only has a current budget of £70k for a HS project.
8.
There is presently insufficient understanding of the potential benefits and need for HS and therefore little demand for it from senior policy officials. Central HS activity in the department is under-resourced.
	Recommendation 3
a)  Awareness of the need for Horizon Scanning (HS) in the Home Office needs to be raised among senior policy officials; and 

b)  The Central Intelligence Hub needs to be adequately resourced to fulfil its role as a HS centre of advice and expertise and to carry out cross-sectoral HS.




9.
The CIH has worked with OSI’s HS Centre and Foresight teams and the CSA is on the oversight board of the OSI Centre. The Foresight approach might serve as a model.

10.
Even if more emphasis was placed on HS, the issue remains of obtaining funding to do anything about the areas identified. [An issue that was also raised by the OSI review of Defra.]
11.
In addition to identifying future threats and opportunities, more needs to be done on learning lessons from the past: this is covered in section 5 [see para.34 and Recommendation 9].
3. Harnessing existing science and identifying gaps

12.

	The links between HO scientists and academia, industry and other science suppliers and customers are generally very good at an appropriate, sectoral level and in some areas there are good links to expertise abroad. 




13.
One difficulty has been that, although the Research Councils (RCs) will often be supporting programmes of interest to HO, without HO joint funding the department will have a limited influence on which projects receive funding.

	The CBRN programme is an example (albeit in its early stages) of HO working effectively with OGDs on cross-cutting science issues [see para.28]. Indeed it is a rare example of a cross-Government funded programme.



	Recommendation 4
a)  By investing a fairly modest amount in some areas, the Home Office should jointly fund some programmes with Research Councils, to gain better leverage in areas of importance to the department.

b)  Similarly, opportunities for joint work with other Government departments should be explored.




14.
A specific difficulty in the area of crime is that there are 43 police forces in England and Wales, all of which have their own research budgets and priorities. Even with effective use of contacts with ACPO and HOSDB police advisers acting as intermediaries, it is difficult to cover the piece. More effort may be needed to link (social and natural) science with the police: both in terms of ‘selling’ HO’s capabilities and tapping in to their own needs and expertise and “to identify, anticipate and forestall trends in new forms of crime”. As by far the largest force in terms of resource (for equipment and research), it is particularly unfortunate that relationships with the Metropolitan Police seem to be worse than most other forces. The review supports HOSDB’s efforts to improve this situation.
4. Commissioning and managing new science

Overall comments
15.
It is inevitable that the department cannot carry out all the science it needs in-house. Nevertheless, HO needs to do enough science (both social and natural) in-house to remain an intelligent customer for the science it commissions externally: this it is doing at the moment, although in some areas the expertise is stretched thinly and succession planning and potential corporate memory loss are a common concern (see section 10). [An issue that was also flagged up in OSI’s review of science in Defra.]
	HO is an ‘intelligent customer’ for the natural and social science it commissions and needs to maintain this capability.




Social sciences

16.
The review so far has collected a good deal of evidence on the commissioning of science by RDS. Although there are still concerns about the difficulty of achieving a strategic, rather than fire-fighting approach to research, 
	the implementation of the Project Quality Approval Board (PQAB) process is a success in several respects:

· Having Ministers and senior policy officials sign-off a project at the appraisal stage ensures that there is buy-in from the policy customers before the work starts [and curtails subsequent arguments if the results do not match policy expectations].

· Project bids are peer reviewed by RDS colleagues who are knowledgeable but do not have a vested interest in the work and are not afraid to offer constructive criticism of the proposals. 

· There is a clearer understanding of why work is being done and what the outputs will provide.

· The invitations to tender are clearer on what is required of the contractor.




Exceptions to PQAB being used
17.
There are two main types of project that are not approved by PQAB:


a) Projects that are to be conducted in-house and will require no more than 20 days of staff time to complete can be signed off by the RDS Director or an RDS Assistant Director without PQAB approval. This seems reasonable, given that the guidance also states that “Any such exemption is not automatic and must be allowed only after considering the project risks: a small project can entail large risks, e.g. it might produce results that are counterintuitive, contentious or have major operational resource implications but might nevertheless be liable to public disclosure.”

b) However, it is of considerable concern that, even though the HO’s in-house researchers and statisticians (RDS staff) have been embedded for some time now, they are not always approached for advice and policy staff will still sometimes commission ‘quick and dirty’ studies without recourse to RDS or the PQAB process. In some cases, such work may only come to light when it is put up for publication and often found wanting. 

18.
The circumstances under which commissioned bids need not be appraised and approved by PQAB should be strictly circumscribed (which they are) and enforced (which, outside RDS, is not the case at present). This results in significant reputational risks from the commissioning and use of poor quality science. 
	Recommendation 5
Financial authority for research work (in particular when not directly lead by RDS teams) should not be granted until the PQAB process has either reviewed proposals or, exceptionally, granted an exemption.




[The difficulty of implementing this recommendation is that RDS does not hold the purse strings for research. As presently set up, there is little that can be done to stop some policy staff commissioning work for themselves.
]

19.

	The PQAB process is a well-founded basis for project appraisal and could usefully be adopted by OGDs. The review supports efforts to ensure its use for all social science as a matter of course and would welcome an extension of PQAB’s role:




     a) Although the PQAB forms include statements regarding what a project is expected to achieve, PQAB has no further role once a project is underway. The review supports HO’s stated intention to introduce the use of the ROAMEF approach to management of programmes and projects.
	Recommendation 6a

For large or high profile projects or programmes, the role of PQAB should be extended to cover the whole life cycle of a project, along the lines of ROAMEF.




     b) At present, PQAB considers only social science projects and not any potential natural science issues.

	Recommendation 6b

PQAB should include natural science expertise, to advise on considerations that can impact on social science projects (and there should be a comparable approach at HOSDB, with at least some of the natural science work being informed by social science expertise).




   c) There has reportedly only been one instance to-date where an external reviewer has been used at the PQAB stage, where HO did not have the necessary expertise in-house.

	Recommendation 6c

The review supports the intention to make greater use of external expertise at PQAB [although the potential difficulties, in terms of avoiding conflicts of interest in a small research community and security concerns, are acknowledged].




Tendering

20.

	The use of framework agreements to speed up the tendering process for commissioning science is supported, provided these are not used to narrow the field of bidders unduly. There should be (and is) a presumption that most work will be competitively tendered.




21.

	The use of a two-stage bidding process is being applied by HO for a number of larger projects or programmes (expressions of interest or outline bids, followed by a smaller number of bidders being invited to put forward detailed proposals). This is an effective way of ensuring a wide range of potential suppliers is aware of the work being done by the department, without wasting excessive time and resources by either the bidders or customers. It can also allow feedback from bidders on potential improvements to a project, before it is commissioned.




22.
As indicated in para.16, the PQAB process is a good way of ensuring at the outset that commissioned science will be relevant, e.g. to policy needs. To help improve the quality of proposals for commissioned science:

	Recommendation 7

Invitations to bid for commissioned science should also set out the rationale for the work, for the benefit of those being invited to conduct it, for example how the results of the work will be used to inform policy choices.




Natural Sciences

23.
With a single overall budget, HOSDB has a greater part to play in the prioritisation of its work than RDS (where budgets are allocated from within each sector). The prioritisation process is being developed [including using an MoD approach] and is attempting to look further forward (a few years ahead) than was previously the case. Given the wide range of activities at HOSDB, this is a far from trivial issue [: is a new type of body armour for the police more or less important than a new piece of explosive detection equipment?]

24.
HOSDB has a broadly similar appraisal process to that of PQAB for the commissioning and tendering of social science work and the corollary to Recommendation 6b above applies to HOSDB, i.e. bringing in social science expertise (e.g. from RDS) to contribute to the appraisal of at least some HOSDB projects. There would be benefits to this approach for all concerned.

25.

	There are examples of good practice in various parts of HOSDB in terms of stakeholder involvement in the planning, execution and use of science.




26.
The approach to project management is effective but there are concerns that it is sometimes excessively focussed on delivery targets rather than the quality of the science and that it may be disproportionate for smaller projects.

	Recommendation 8
HOSDB should consider whether a tiered approach to project management could be adopted, depending on the cost or staff time required [e.g. a lighter touch for projects costing less than, say, £50k]




Joint Working

27.
With RDS staff being embedded in the HO policy directorates, social scientists, statisticians and operational researchers work closely together as a matter of course. By comparison, there are very few examples of the social and natural sciences working together and some cases where a failure to do so has caused the department problems.

28.
The review has so far seen comparatively few examples of HO working jointly with OGDs and other bodies [and not just liaising] but those there are (e.g. the CBRN programme) seem to be working well.
29.
There is a need for consistently effective cross-disciplinary working within HO and with OGDs.  Recommendations 6(b), 9 and 15 set out how this could be achieved.

5. Ensuring quality and relevance of science

30.
There is no indication that HO commissions science that is not relevant, either to the department or other stakeholders. However, there are concerns about the quality of externally commissioned social science: all the more reason for the PQAB process to be enforced (see the recommendations in section 4 above).

31.

	The use of peer review to assess the quality of science in HO is fairly well-established across the department (at least for formally approved projects) and is also a useful means of independently assessing whether commissioned work merits being published under the HO logo.




32.
In HOSDB, quality assurance procedures and ‘evaluation’ are part of the development process for new equipment but there are comparatively few examples of ex-post evaluation of equipment once it enters service. There are opportunities for RDS and HOSDB to collaborate on such work and this could have ‘spin-off’ benefits in terms of improving contacts across the department at a working level and diminishing the social / natural science divide.

33. The review has so far seen only limited evidence of the evaluation of social science work or of policies based on it and this may be an area for the review to look at in more detail.
34.
As indicated in Recommendation 3, to reduce the need for a ‘fire-fighting’ approach to the use of science, HO needs to place greater emphasis on horizon scanning. There is also a need to learn lessons from past experience.
	Recommendation 9
As part of implementing the ROAMEF approach, the Home Office should place more emphasis on the independent and cross-disciplinary evaluation of science that has been completed.



6. Using science

35.
Historically, science has not been used effectively by policy makers across the department, although dispersal of RDS staff to policy sectors has helped or is starting to do so on the social science side. The natural sciences have a better history of applied use, primarily for other customers such as the police but [with the exception of counter-terrorism] tend to be ignored, or at best brought in late, by policy makers (see para.19(b) above).

36.

	The use of police advisers in HOSDB and CT are examples of good practice that could probably be used elsewhere, including in OGDs,




where links between science providers and customers could be improved at a working level rather than by having meetings.

	Recommendation 10
The Home Office should consider whether it could make better use of secondees to or from customer (or supplier) organisations [e.g. the police or academia] as a means of improving the quality, relevance and use of science, while the science is being planned and carried out, rather than afterwards. [Other Government departments should do likewise.]



7. Publishing results and debating their implications

37.
With the CSA’s leadership, HO’s social science is trying hard to dissociate itself from the publication and use of poor quality research and statistics. As indicated above, it has established sound processes for the appraisal of bids and peer review of material (both in-house and externally) prior to publication. However, achieving this change is not without its difficulties: 

· providers of commissioned work complain that HO is refusing to publish their work if it is of insufficient quality and clarity;

· policy makers who have commissioned ‘quick and dirty’ studies complain if they are prevented from using the resulting poor quality results;

· the department is accused of being over-secretive or ‘burying bad news’.

38.
Provided that commissioned work has been independently reviewed, if it is not judged to be of adequate quality, then it is right that it should not be published by HO: the department does its reputation no good, or indeed considerable harm, by acting otherwise.

39.
There have been some concerns expressed about delays to publication but, in general, linking publication to policy announcements is working well.

40.
There are various reasons why much of HOSDB’s science is not published in learned journals (although there are some notable exceptions): primarily security and the applied nature of the work. Some use is made of electronic newsletters, both open and limited circulation.

41.
ASP has a good record on publication and the use of newsletters. Commercial confidentiality means that much of what is produced has to be edited down.

	Recommendation 11
a)  There should be a presumption that all Home Office science should be published
, except where (based on independent peer review) it is judged to be of inadequate quality or for reasons of national security.

b)  Where relevant, publication is rightly being tied to statements of policy but this should not be a cause for delayed publication.

c)  Publication in peer reviewed journals should be encouraged. It helps to validate the quality of the science, motivate the researchers involved and promote dissemination of the findings to a wider audience.




8. Sharing and transferring knowledge

[Some of the issues relating to this review criterion are covered under section 3. above]

42.
HO works effectively with outside bodies in the UK and abroad but needs to do more on cross-disciplinary working within the department, above all establishing better links between the social and natural sciences. [See Recommendations 6(b), 9 and 15]
9. Using scientific advice

43.
The role of the CSA is very important and viewed positively by a large proportion of interviewees, within and outside the department. There is a good deal of sympathy for the difficulties faced by the CSA in trying to embed a culture of scientific thinking in policy.

	Recommendation 12
The Home Office Board should be strengthened by assigning a place for the Chief Scientific Adviser.




44.
The overall HO science advisory body (Science & Technology Reference Group, STRG) is useful but could be very much more so. The review supports some of the proposed changes to STRG, some of which are already in train:

	Recommendation 13
The role of the Home Office’s science advisory body (STRG) should be made more effective by:

· meeting more frequently
;

· using working groups (as has been piloted with CBRN);

· making more use of individual members’ expertise and networks; and

· widening the membership (e.g. to include the chairs of ACMD and APC).




45.
Notwithstanding the roles of the formal advisory bodies, HO needs to make more use of external and internal science expertise at a working level, for purposes including that of avoiding duplication. Better linkages between RDS and HOSDB staff (para.19(b)) along with the use of secondees (para.36) have already been mentioned.

10. Use, maintenance and development of scientific expertise

46.
It is generally accepted that HO needs to remain an intelligent customer for science, including by doing at least some science in-house.

Dispersal of Social Scientists

47.
There are parallels between the benefits and disadvantages to the dispersal of HO social scientists and our findings for natural scientists in Defra. Although in Defra, science is undoubtedly more firmly embedded, in both cases there are similar issues regarding links with the central science team and between sectors. The review agrees with the view expressed that “To ensure that linkages between RDS teams are effective, it would be useful to have a stronger role for the central team.” 

48.
Bedding out can also be a victim of its own success, with RDS staff being expected to provide immediate responses to urgent, short-term demands, at the cost of obtaining timely and reliable data: a system of checks and balances is needed to ensure that both aspects are addressed. [The review notes, but has doubts about the practicality of, the accompanying suggestion that “One way of doing this might be to have some RDS staff spending part of their time doing some work for their policy colleagues and some independently, on behalf of the central team.”?]

49.
There is clearly a need to develop a shared understanding of policy and science specialists’ needs: developing intelligent policy customers for research and a better understanding of policy needs among specialists. 
	The review’s attention has been drawn to training courses that have been run for HO policy and specialist staff, e.g. in OCJR, working together to look at case studies.



While acknowledging that arranging and timing such courses is never easy:

	Recommendation 14
The wider use of training courses attended by Home Office policy and science colleagues, using case studies to develop a shared understanding of each others’ needs, is welcomed. OGDs should consider doing likewise.




50.
As has been indicated through much of the paper, there is a need to bring the social and natural sciences closer together within HO. Para.19(b) suggests this could be done by HOSDB (or other natural science staff) being involved in the appraisal of social science work or vice versa. Alternatively or as well:

	Recommendation 15
A limited number of natural science colleagues should be co-located (probably on secondment) with RDS and policy staff.



	In CBRN, co-location of natural and social science staff has already happened fairly recently.




Though such an approach may not be without its problems, in terms of a clash of cultures / the intelligent customer function, it should at least be considered more widely across HO.

Continuing Professional Development (CPD)

51.

	For all sciences in HO, there is senior-level support for CPD. There are particular examples of good practice in ASP that could be copied elsewhere in HO and OGDs.




In the social sciences, the existence of Government-wide professional groups (GES, GORS, GSR, GSS) is an important factor. In the natural sciences, scientists are much more left to fend for themselves, partly as a result of there being so many different disciplines, spread fairly thinly across Government. 

Recruitment and Retention

52.
The use of assessment centres as a promotion route for specialist staff has caused problems for most of those who have experience of it, because:

· they have not been implemented by OGDs, which means that specialists who have developed their expertise in HO may find it easier to achieve promotion elsewhere; 

· there is a view that the centres are too slow or bureaucratic; and that
· they do not successfully identify the people best suited for posts at a higher level.

53.
The other main difficulty in this area is succession planning, i.e. avoiding the likely loss of vital expertise and ‘corporate memory’ when specialist staff retire or move (: a common problem across Government, e.g. see the Defra review on this too).

54.
Periodic blocks on recruitment of staff are a source of frustration for RDS and HOSDB, especially in the latter case where, in some areas, “the existing demand for work from OGDs could easily be met [and paid for] by recruiting more staff, given permission to do so.”

Secondments

55.
Secondments are useful for various purposes (see Recommendation 10), including:

· training potential contractors in academia on what Government research needs are, [especially with regard to the quality (and succinctness) of reports]; 

· strengthening links between HO and its stakeholders (such as the police) as well as internally; and

· identifying potential new staff.

External Expertise

56.
Most areas of natural science are well-catered for (albeit HOSDB is not always able to offer competitive salaries to attract the disciplines it seeks) but a common concern is the need for more quantitative social researchers. Migration is a comparatively neglected field and HO should perhaps do more, given its remit.
� This was also flagged up by our recent review of Defra.


� The development that “It has been agreed with Commercial Directorate that all Procurement Units within the Home Office will refer all procurement strategies for social research to the SRG Procurement for action. ... Therefore, it is difficult for policy staff to procure work without SRG's knowledge.” is encouraging.


� ROAMEF: stands for Rationale (why the work is proposed), Objectives (what it aims to achieve), Appraisal (how it should be done, by whom), Monitoring (during a project), Evaluation (after completion) and Feedback (i.e. making sure the results are used), i.e. PQAB presently covers the first three elements but not the last three.


� HO policy on electronic tagging and ID cards are examples where (at least until recently) the technology has been considered separately from the societal aspects.





� i.e. in line with the Freedom of Information Act


� Note: one of the obstacles to STRG meeting more frequently is said to be the availability of the HO Permanent Secretary as a representative of the HO Board.





