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Response of the Socio-Legal Studies Association to the National Centre for Research Methods consultation on the shape of the research and training programme

Socio-Legal Studies Association:

Socio-legal research and teaching is not easy to define and embraces many areas of work: 

The socio-legal community represents a 'broad church' and this is an aspect of the association which we have always cherished. Our members undertake library based theoretical work, empirical work which leads to the development of grounded theory, as well as more policy orientated studies which feeds directly into the policy making process. What binds the socio-legal community is an approach to the study of legal phenomena which is multi- or inter-disciplinary in its approach. Our theoretical perspectives and methodologies are informed by research undertaken in many other disciplines. Traditionally socio-legal scholars have bridged the divide between law and sociology, social policy, and economics. But there is increasing interest in law and disciplines within the field of humanities. 

(A definition used in the Research Assessment Exercise)

The SLSA is a forum for socio-legal scholars in the UK and elsewhere to come together and share interests and exchange ideas. We do this in a number of ways including the following:

· The primary one is through the Annual Conference 

· In addition we publish a Directory of members 

· We maintain an email network and website. (http://www.ukc.ac.uk/slsa/index.htm)

· We publish and distribute a Newsletter 

· We support postgraduate/student events and hold conferences for postgraduates/students, as well as provide bursaries for SLSA student members 

· We host a series of one-day conferences/workshops on particular topics 

· We respond to consultation exercises on behalf of our members.

The Socio-Legal Studies Association thanks the NCRM for the invitation to participate in this consultation process. However, in future, it would be helpful if greater time was given over to consultation on a subject as important as this to our community. The Executive committee has only been able to discuss your questions electronically. Indeed, this is a subject on which the Association has particular concerns, which have been regularly expressed in its Newsletter. The concerns have coalesced around two central, linked issues: research capacity and research training. 

As regards research capacity, there has been concern about the small number of ESRC funded studentships for socio-legal work and the numbers of new researchers coming into the system. As Sharon Witherspoon of the Nuffield Foundation put it, ‘There is little evidence that a new generation of socio-legal researchers trained in the full panoply of empirical research skills is coming along to replace [the previous] generation’.

As regards research training, many of our members have an undergraduate education within law schools. That education generally provides a base for doctrinal research, and little else. Consequently, most of those who come to socio-legal work from a law background have a comparatively poor knowledge base and methodology. There is evidence to support that assertion. 

Although there are programmes of study and Summer Schools in socio-legal research methods, there have been concerns that these are too generalist and do not cater for the rich diversity of research methods available to socio-legal scholars. The SLSA itself currently organises a postgraduate conference and is running one day workshops on methodology. There are also proposals to produce an electronic workbook on research methods specifically for socio-legal researchers to fill the gaps. We recognise that this is an issue of increasing importance to scholars given the wider changes that are taking place within institutions. We expect to see a heightened focus on these issues in the coming years. 

Consequently, our views are that 

(a) Socio-legal scholars have a particular need for research methods training since it is not a mainstream curricular concern as it is for the social sciences. We, therefore, would welcome and support any initiatives in this area designed to assist our community. Short courses and web-based resources would be valuable. Additionally, support for the dissemination of materials specific to socio-legal research(-ers) would be welcomed. Attendance of members of the NCRM at our postgraduate and annual conferences, as well as methodology workshops, would be a way in which you might ‘reach out’ to our community.

(b) Socio-legal studies is a broad church and it is also often multi-disciplinary, requiring different methodologies and their assumptions to be integrated. We, therefore, believe that the initiatives of the NCRM should cater for such work and involve different disciplines working together as much as possible. 

(c) Given the importance attached to these issues, allied to the concerns about research capacity, we would like to see our Association and others having a key role in sub-centres.
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