ESCOP Social Science Subcommittee (SSSC) Annual Report

The ESCOP Social Science Subcommittee is the only venue where the agricultural social sciences come together to build our collective research agenda.  The presence of agriculture economics, rural sociology, family sciences, agricultural communications and agricultural education was critical in our discussions. Our previous work identifying social science questions related to each of the NRI research areas results in the specific inclusion of those social science questions in at least two NRI RFAs that had not previously included them. 

We addressed social science research areas with colleagues from a variety of federal agencies. Our goal in these meeting, which we will continue on our virtual meetings and in our February 07 meeting, is to find areas of research interest overlap where collaboration can be beneficial to LGU social science researchers and the agencies involved.
1. Rural Entrepreneurship

a. Brian Dabson of RUPRI laid out a research agenda for rural entrepreneurship.

b. Colien Heffernan, Administrator of CSREES, supported the need for research that could help build a culture of entrepreneurship in rural areas and challenged the SSSC to construct a national research program on place-based entrepreneurship. 

c. The NSF representative described a number of program areas where the basic research questions that relate to these topics could be effectively addressed.  

d. USDA/Rural Development has set rural entrepreneurship as a priority.   

e. SBIR grants provide staged access to research by entrepreneurs to further innovation. 

f. NIST is another source of data about entrepreneurs.

g. A House Small Business Committee staffer discussed policy-related research on entrepreneurship. The impact of trade policies on rural entrepreneurship is of great interest to Congress.  

h. The SSSC will write a one-page white paper on research on rural entrepreneurship to compare return on investment for entrepreneurial support versus firm attraction.

2. Vulnerability Research.  
a. After Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, CSREES is discussing an initiative on vulnerability research in the areas of natural and man-made disasters.
b. SSSC members have sponsored a meeting to begin to develop a research agenda for disaster prevention, mitigation, response, recovery, and rebuilding. 
c. While the Land Grant System was relatively effective in response, a better social science research base would make prevention, recovery and rebuilding more effective.  
d. An NSF representative described research mechanisms to get rapid access to ephemeral data sets (such as disaster situations), as well as NSF interest in the growing field of vulnerability research.  Studies at the individual and household level of resilience and responsiveness would help with disaster preparedness.  
e. The SSSC committed to reviewing and providing input into the CSREES vulnerability research white paper.  Many members of the SSSC contributed to that effort.

3. Childhood obesity. 

a. Representatives from Health and Human Services, NIH, NSF, ARS and CSREES lead a discussion around the social science research questions around childhood obesity. 

b. Obesity is the one health issue where there is recognition that social conditions are probably leading contributors. www.obesityresearch.nih.gov     

c. The Southern Rural Development Center and ERS fund small studies related to obesity. 

d. More SARE research is related to food systems and could be applied to obesity.  
e. A challenge for social scientists is to find a short-term indicator of improved obesity status, as BMI (body mass index) is slow to respond to experimental interventions.
f. Invitations went out to AES and CES directors the end of January for W-temp 1821, "An Integrated Approach to Prevention of Obesity in High Risk Families. Participation by social scientists is encouraged. 

g. The SSSC recommends that CSREES prepare a map of funding options for social science research on childhood obesity, focusing on family and structural factors. We are continuing that discussion around this most important topic.  
The SSSC feedback to systems initiatives.  

1. A new area of research for the NRI, Improving the Competitiveness of U.S. Commercial Farms.  

2. CREATE21  -- while generally enthusiastic about the implications of the new structure, the Committee wants to be sure that the agricultural social sciences are acknowledged and included in the new Farm Bill language. SSSC continued to participate in the development of the CREATE21 structure and functions.
3. The SSSC will Representatives of the SSSC will meet with the social science committee within CSREES.  Maurice organizes those meetings and can get us some dates.  Ana, Mark, and Deborah Sheeley (integrated programs), and Ruth Lange)
The SSSC continued to voice its concern about the lack of continuity for funding for cutting edge research through the NRI on Rural Development and on Markets and Trade.  By have each program every other year, with complete changes in the RFPs, we do not have the opportunity to build skills for collaboration and cumulative research design within the system.  These are the concerns we have consistently expressed as LGU representatives: 

1. The inability to rewrite proposals in light of the previous reviews, due to the change in focus every two years for each of the categories.  This particularly disadvantages 1890 institutions.

2. We do not consider funding programs every other year as doubling the funding for either Markets and Trade or Rural Development, despite the noble efforts of the program officer to convince us

3. This is a concern that comes from the committee, and not CSREES staff.

4. NRI needs to be aligned with what the system sees as some of the critical research needs, which is highly inclusive of social science.

5. The NRI is over-specified, making more of a contract program.  The most creative research will not get in there, because these will not be thought of by the grant officers.  Important science will occur at the margins, which national public goods are generated.

6. Social science integrates into many programs of the NRI, and we are pleased about its overt inclusion.  But we need to have social scientists on all the review panels where social science is included.  (Talk to Ruth Lange, who sets this up.)

7. Are social science proposals encouraged, or adding social scientists to other disciplinary/multidisciplinary teams?
We are seeking the following measurable outcomes:

a. Calls for proposals are less specific.
b. The every other year protocol is changed
c. There are more social scientists on all review panels.  The SSSC can serve as a resource for the non-social science topic areas to identify qualified social science reviewers.
d. There are more social science teams applying for other than markets and trade and rural development.
e. There are more social scientists on teams applying for other NRI areas.
We will work with CSREES Competitive Grants office in order to gather the baseline data.

Committee Structure

1. SSSC has traditionally met twice a year in DC.  To save costs and time, in the future we will meet once in DC but will meet quarterly using distance conference technology.  Telephone conferences will be held three times a year.  We hope to move to a Breeze format by the late fall meeting.

2. Our next face-to-face meeting will be February 22 and 23, 2007 in Washington, DC.  

3. We have formalized the appointment process, working jointly among existing committee members, regional experiment station directors, and the Technical Committee 

4. Tamara Wagester of C-FARE will join our committee. 
5. We now have a completed roster of disciplines and regions.
Future Agenda

We will continue meeting with potential research partners.  These are the areas where we will go into depth in our next meetings.

1. Research to support evidence-based extension related to the social and human sciences.  The substance abuse prevention project in Iowa and Pennsylvania will be presented by Dr. Richard Spoth, ISU Project Director, as we determine how to prototype effective research that strengthens our extension efforts.
2. Alternative energy research – who should we meet with?   There are important social science issues around energy sources, conservation and a bio-based economy.
3. Rural urban interface and exurbanization

4. Examine how future generations (children and youth, with family and
community support with policy changes) must be shaped to support
sustainable environments, quality of life, families and communities
(including care of dependent family members such as young children or
frail elderly);

5. Develop economic impacts research(such as those found by
health economics in prevention of certain diseases or negative health
conditions) that include costs benefits and financial losses at the
individual/family/community/societal levels for mixed use communities
(e.g., agriculture and housing, nutrition and food interventions to
promote health and food security)  

6.  How can we have more influence on NRI priorities? 

7. For the first time, the NRC survey of graduate programs will cover some of the agricultural sciences (including some of our programs).  Are there any issues of concern related to it?
8. Develop a set of research topics to accompany the rural entrepreneurship initiative that encompasses potential contributions from all of the social sciences.

h. Potential areas of research

· What are the roles of education, training and technical assistance and specifically what works for youth, for aspiring versus ongoing entrepreneurs, and for other types of entrepreneurs, in the context of rural communities?
· What are the best practices to raise the level of creativity and innovative thinking in rural communities? 

· What are the roles of education, training and technical assistance and specifically what works for youth, for aspiring versus ongoing entrepreneurs, and for other types of entrepreneurs, in the context of rural communities?
· What are the best practices to raise the level of creativity and innovative thinking in rural communities? 

· What is the appropriate balance of entrepreneurship development with traditional strategies of industry recruitment and business retention?
· How important are social networks and community culture to entrepreneurship?
· What is the competitive advantage for local, regional, and community groupings?
· What is the payoff of an investment in entrepreneurial education and support in contrast to “welfare support or farm subsidies?"

9. Obesity and Health Research Focusing Specifically on Children and Youth

The national concern about obesity, particularly in childhood, persists.  The human sciences research and outreach community is heavily engaged in working on this complex of issues in most, if not all, of our states.  Many efforts reflect an interdisciplinary perspective and partnership across our research and extension communities.  Evaluation research in the intervention context is warranted.

10.  Continuing and Enhanced Support for EFNEP

After years of documented success, EFNEP continues to rank highly among our units in the human sciences community.  

11. Obesity and Health Research Focusing on Cultural Variables and Special Populations (e.g., racial and ethnic minorities)

Obesity-related diseases, such as cardiovascular disease and adult-onset (Type II) diabetes affect racial and ethnic groups differentially.  Special attention is warranted in these populations, guided by research-based interventions.  

12. Financial Stability of Families (especially in the context of changing bankruptcy laws and increases in bankruptcy fillings;  the looming retirement crisis with the “baby-boom generation”)

Family financial stability is of paramount importance as the “baby-boom” generation prepares to enter the ranks of the retired, with documented fewer retirement resources for most than they believe that the have to live at a desired standard of living.  Investment and bankruptcy education programs are warranted, and research is needed to document their effectiveness and improve upon their impact.  Other issues include fraud schemes targeted at the elderly and the growing problem of identity theft, both of which warrant outreach efforts.

13. Child and Family Research (including funding for youth development, evaluation of 4-H programs for effectiveness)

Problems associated with youth development have risen to the top of concerns among many communities, both urban and non-urban.  Whether measured in terms of gang-related activities, sexual risk-taking attitudes and behaviors, drug and alcohol use and abuse, or a myriad of other indicators, communities are struggling to cope with this “new world” that forms the context in which our youth are developing (as one commentator refers to it as the “socially toxic environment”).  

14. Issues Surrounding the Growth in the Population of Immigrant Families

A pressing national concern today relates to the influx of both documented and undocumented immigrants into the U.S.  Although the popular news focus appears to be on those of Mexican descent, other nationalities are involved as well.  Research and outreach programs are needed in order to get a handle on the problems and stresses confronted by families in these circumstances and to explore effective means of managing the fallout from these circumstances.

