ESCOP Social Science Subcommittee (SSSC) Meeting Summary

February 23-24, 2006

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.

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.

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.
The SSSC provided feedback to two 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. 

Other business:

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 web based conference technology.  Web conferences will be held three times a year on May 19, August 16, and October 12. 

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

3. The disciplines will work to identify scholars to fill our empty slots and the chair of the SSSC will contact the Regional Experiment Station Directors to appoint them formally to the SSSC.  

4. Tamara Wagester of C-FARE will join our committee. 
