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Who we are

Scottish Government social researchers are
expert social scientists who help decisions work
better for the people of Scotland. We bring robust
evidence, independent judgement and a deep
understanding of how policy works in the real
world. Our job is not simply to collect information.
Itis to ask the right questions, understand
people’s experiences, test assumptions, and
explain what is happening, why it is happening
and what could make a difference.

That means looking beneath headline figures

to understand behaviour, systems and lived
experience. It means listening carefully to
communities, especially people whose voices are
too often overlooked. It means helping ministers,
officials and partners use evidence wisely in a fast-
moving and uncertain world. Social researchers
do this across the full policy cycle: by reviewing
evidence, designing and carrying out research,
developing theories of change [i.e. clear plans for
how change is expected to happen), evaluating
impact, commissioning external work, and
translating findings into practical advice.

Our profession has been part of Scottish
Government since devolution. Over time, social
researchers have moved closer to the policy areas
they support, working alongside other analysts,
scientists and policy teams. That has strengthened
multidisciplinary working and helped evidence
influence decisions earlier and more effectively.

At end March 2026, around 160 social researchers
work across core government, agencies and
public bodies. Together, they form a highly skilled
community with strong links to academia, the third
sector, communities of practice and colleagues
across the UK and beyond.

What makes social research distinctive is the
combination of rigour and context. We do not just
seek evidence that is technically sound; we also
consider whether it is inclusive, ethically gathered,
and meaningful for the people affected. In a world
shaped by political change, rapid technological
development, misinformation and financial
pressures, that role is more important than ever.
Good government needs good evidence. Scotland's
social researchers help make sure that evidence is
trustworthy, relevant and useful.

We also provide something that cannot be
automated: professional judgement about people,
place and policy context. Numbers alone rarely tell
the full story. Arise or fall in a headline measure
may hide very different experiences for different
groups, places or services. Social research brings
that texture and explanation into view, helping
government understand not only outcomes

but mechanisms, trade-offs and unintended
consequences.

Our work supports fairness as well as
effectiveness. By making sure evidence reflects
lived reality, social researchers help government
understand where policies make a difference,
where they are less effective and where specific
communities face barriers that are not immediately
visible. That strengthens public services, improves
value for money and increases the chance that
decisions will lead to lasting change.

We begin this next five-year period from a position
of real strength. The profession is respected,
connected and ambitious. This strategy builds on
that foundation. It sets out how we will deepen our
influence, broaden our skills, strengthen trust, and
ensure that research continues to improve public
policy and outcomes across Scotland.
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Our vision for 2026-31

Our ambition is simple: social research should sit
at the heart of government decision making. Over
the next five years, we want research in Scottish
Government to be timely, high quality, people
centred and visibly useful. We want it to help
decision makers see clearly, act confidently and
learn continuously.

We will do this by:

p producing evidence that helps
Scotland respond to its biggest
challenges;

strengthening evaluation so we
understand what works and
what offers value for money;

using digital tools and
Artificial Intelligence safely
and responsibly;

drawing on a rich mix of
qualitative and quantitative
methods; and

maintaining high professional

and ethical standards in
everything we do.
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This is not a strategy for research as an end unto
itself. It is a strategy for better decisions, better
services and better outcomes. It is about making
sure evidence is practical, understandable and
connected to the everyday realities of people’s
lives. It is also about ensuring the profession

Is equipped for the future: inclusive, outward
looking, innovative and ready to work across
disciplines and sectors.

A strong vision also needs a strong public
purpose. Research must help government explain
choices more clearly, learn from success and
failure, and be open about uncertainty where

that is the honest answer. Public confidence
grows when evidence is handled transparently,
professionally and in ways people can
understand. That is why this plan places equal
emphasis on quality, accessibility and trust.

By 2031, we want Scottish Government social
research to be recognised as influential, inclusive,
skilled, digitally confident, ethically grounded and
focused on delivery. We want colleagues across
government to see researchers as essential
partners in solving problems; external partners to
see the profession as a constructive and credible
collaborator; and the public to see evidence as part
of how government listens, learns and improves.




The challenges we must respond to

Scotland is facing a period of profound change.
Trust in public institutions is under pressure.
Political debate can be polarised. Mis- and
disinformation can travel quickly, making it harder
for people to know what to trust. At the same time,
many households and public services continue

to feel the strain of tight budgets, inequality,
demographic change and insecure housing.
Alongside all of this, digital technologies and Al
are changing how evidence is produced, shared
and used.

For social research, these changes create both
risks and opportunities. We need to work harder
to engage people in research and make sure
participation remains inclusive. We have to show
clearly why evidence matters and how it improves
decisions. We need to adapt methods so they
remain relevant in a more digital society. We must
make use of new tools without compromising
quality, ethics or public trust. And we need to
make the best possible use of limited capacity and
resources while ensuring our workforce remains
supported, resilient and able to perform at its best
over the long term.

These pressures are connected. Lower trust can
reduce participation in research. Tight finances
can increase demand for evidence about what to
prioritise. New technologies can improve speed
and efficiency, but only if used well. The right
response is not to narrow our ambitions. It is to
sharpen them: to focus on the contribution social
research can make, and to organise our effort
around a clear set of goals.

The next five years will also place greater
emphasis on demonstrating impact. Policy teams
and ministers will increasingly need evidence that
is timely, practical and able to support difficult
decisions in real time. This can create pressure to
move quickly. Our challenge is to help government
move at pace without sacrificing quality, inclusion
or independence. That balance will be central to
the profession’s credibility.

We also need to respond to shifts in the wider
research landscape. Participation patterns are
changing. Some groups are harder to reach
through traditional methods, while others are more
active in online spaces that require new forms of
engagement and interpretation. New tools can

help us adapt, but only when accompanied by clear
standards, training and careful judgement.

This strategy therefore centres on five goals.
Together they will help the profession stay
relevant, credible and useful over the next five
years. This summary sets out the profession’s
strategic direction and intended areas of action
for 2026-31. Delivery will depend on resources,
workforce planning, and the wider priorities of
the Scottish Government and we expect to need
to adjust to operating with constrained resources.
Implementation affecting staff roles, ways of
working or workforce planning will be taken
forward through normal SG partnership and
consultation arrangements and delivered in

an internal annual action plan.
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Goal 1: Social research will shape important
government decisions

Government works best when evidence is involved
early, used well, and understood in context.

Over the next five years, social researchers will
strengthen their role in the decisions that matter
most. We want to be consistently ‘at the table”:
helping to frame problems, testing assumptions,
identifying options and improving delivery. That
means influencing strategy as well as supporting
day-to-day policy work.

This matters even more now because digital tools
and Al create opportunities to support research -
tasks, but it also raises the risk that evidence is -
used without enough scrutiny or context. Social
researchers bring professional judgement,
methodological rigour and an understanding of

how evidence should be interpreted. We can help A stronger role in decision making also depends
ensure decisions are informed by insight rather on relationships. Good evidence is not only well
than noise. produced, it is well commissioned, discussed and

used at the right moment. Social researchers
We also need to strengthen trust in how evidence  Wwill continue to work closely with policy teams,

is used. In a more contested public environment, analytical colleagues, academics and other
research cannot sit quietly in the background. partners so that evidence questions are sharper
People should be able to see that government and the route from research to action is clearer.
decisions are informed by careful, transparent Delivering our ambitions will require a collective
and fair processes. That means improving how focus on how we bring evidence into decision
we explain research, how we publish findings, making in a sustainable way so that we improve
and how we engage with external partners and outcomes for the people of Scotland.
the public.

This goal is ultimately about confidence in
The profession already has a strong track record evidence-informed policy making. Ministers and
of promoting evidence-informed policy making, officials should have confidence that the evidence
including through events and partnerships that they are using is robust. Partners should have

bring research into wider public discussion. We will ~ confidence that government is open to expertise

build on that work so that social research is visible ~ and challenge. The public should have confidence

both inside and outside of government. that important decisions are informed by more
than headlines, assumptions or short-term
pressures.
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What we will do

» Strengthen the contribution of senior researchers to major corporate processes, including
strategy, delivery planning, budgets, spending decisions and performance frameworks.

» Champion evidence-informed policy making across government through practical guidance,
learning offers and communities of practice.

» Expand partnerships with funders, universities, commercial and community-based
researchers so that policy teams can draw on a broader range of expertise and methods.

» Use fellowships, internships and other exchange routes to bring external expertise into
government and connect government priorities to the wider research landscape.

» Improve training and support for evaluation and evidence use so that staff across professions
understand how to use research well and when to seek specialist advice.

» Increase transparency by publishing research clearly, applying open research principles
where appropriate, and communicating findings in ways that are accessible to wider
audiences.

» Engage more actively with academics, civil society and the public to support evidence-
informed debate and build confidence in government research.
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Goal 2: Social research will better reflect and

represent Scottish society

Social research should reflect the diversity of
the society it serves. If our workforce, methods
and evidence do not capture the full range of
experiences across Scotland, policy will be less
effective. That is why inclusion sits at the centre
of this strategy.

Scotland is changing. Communities are shaped
by demographic shifts, unequal opportunities,
rural and urban differences, disability, ethnicity,
migration, age and changing social values. To
understand that complexity, the profession
needs a wide range of perspectives and skills.
In the current financial climate, our focus must
be on making the most of the talent we already
have while using targeted routes to bring in new
perspectives where possible.

This goal is about more than workforce diversity,
important though that is. It is also about how
research is designed and delivered. Inclusive
sampling, accessible materials, careful
recruitment, ethical engagement and the use of
lived and living experience all help create evidence
that is more representative and more useful.
Deliberative and participatory approaches can help
people contribute as active partners in research
rather than as passive respondents.

Better representation is not an optional extra. It
Is essential to understanding how policy affects
different people and places. If we want decisions
that work for Scotland, our evidence must reflect
Scotland in all its diversity.
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For the profession, that means paying attention
to who is able to join, stay and progress. A wider
range of backgrounds and experiences can
strengthen creativity, challenge assumptions
and improve the questions we ask. It also helps
government better understand communities
that may have low trust in institutions or limited
engagement with formal systems.

For research design, it means being intentional.
Accessible materials, supportive facilitation,
thoughtful incentives, mixed recruitment routes
and careful consideration of ethics all shape who
is heard. When done well, inclusive research
improves both its fairness and quality. It gives
decision makers a more accurate picture of
Scotland as it is lived, not just as it is easiest to
measure.




What we will do

» Use anonymised and proportionate workforce information (in line with data protection and
ethical requirements) to understand development needs, retention patterns, capability gaps,
and to target support where it is most useful.

» Explore broader entry routes into the profession when these are possible, and subject to
approvals, including graduate pathways, apprenticeships, experience-based routes; and
support internships and fellowships to develop capability.

» Ensure any recruitment we undertake is fair, inclusive and accessible, while placing greater
emphasis on internal development to broaden experience.

» Provide structured induction, mentoring and development support so that people entering the
profession can build confidence quickly and progress over time.

» Strengthen inclusive research design through high quality sampling, accessible participation,
and approaches that align with equality law and good ethical practice.

» Broaden the evidence base by making more use of lived and living experience and by
recognising different forms of knowledge alongside traditional research evidence.

» Develop methods, procurement routes and technologies that help us capture a wider diversity
of opinion and experience across Scotland.
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Goal 3: Researchers in Scottish Government will be
valued as a professional community of experts

A strong profession needs strong skills, clear
standards and a shared sense of purpose.

Over the next five years, we will continue to
invest in the social research community so that
researchers are equipped to do high-quality
work in a changing environment. That means
supporting both technical excellence and the
wider skills needed to influence policy decisions:
communication, facilitation, collaboration and
professional judgement.

Researchers increasingly need a broad toolkit.
Alongside core strengths in qualitative and
quantitative research, they must be able to work
with mixed methods, understand digital research
environments, commission external work well,
assure quality and explain findings clearly. They
also need to know how to work across professions
and sectors, drawing on specialist expertise where
that adds value. This is especially important at a
time when capacity is tight and the demand for
evidence remains high.

Valuing the profession also means being clear
about standards. Alignment with Government
Social Research (GSR) standards, the Market
Research Society (MRS) Code of Conduct and

the 1ISO 2025:2019 standard, research ethics,
procurement expectations and wider research
sector guidance helps ensure that work is credible
and consistent. In a pressured system, quality
must not be treated as a luxury. It is the foundation
of useful evidence.

We will therefore focus not only on training but

on creating the conditions in which researchers
can thrive: clear capability standards for our

core roles, practical guidance, better matching of
skills to priorities, and a professional culture that
recognises expertise and encourages learning. We
will also invest in supporting our staff, recognising
that their resilience is central to our impact.

Trusted Evidence, Better Decisions and Better Outcomes for Scotland

A supportive culture matters. Researchers do
some of their best work when they are well
connected to one another, able to share challenges
openly and supported to keep developing. A visible
and well-supported profession is more resilient,
more confident and better able to respond when
government needs rapid but reliable advice.

This goal is also about making the best use of
scarce resource. We will continue to support
non-analysts to understand evidence and use
basic research approaches where appropriate,
while enhancing the specialist skills that define
the profession. The aim is a stronger evidence
culture across government, reducing the demands
on researchers for more routine, basic evidence
gathering so that they can add most value where
their expertise is most needed.




What we will do

» Deliver a focused programme of continuing professional development that meets the needs of
researchers at different stages of their careers.

» Clarify capability standards so that researchers and prospective entrants understand role
expectations, development options and progression routes.

» Build capability in innovative and mixed methods, communication, facilitation, brokerage and
quality assurance.

» Expand access to external expertise from commercial, independent and third sector
organisations to strengthen learning, offer challenge and provide specialist delivery to
complement rather than replace internal capability.

» Maintain clear and accessible guidance so that research is delivered consistently and to high
professional standards across government.

» Support non-analysts to understand basic research principles through targeted learning,
while keeping clear boundaries around specialist work that requires professional expertise.

» Improve deployment systems so that social researchers’ skills are matched more effectively
to the areas of highest strategic need.
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Goal 4: Social research will champion safe,
ethical and appropriate use of Al and digital tools

Artificial Intelligence and digital technologies

are already changing research. They have the
potential to help us work more efficiently, analyse
information at speed, support new forms of
engagement and increase responsiveness. Used
well, they can strengthen the quality and reach of
research and release time for higher value, more
meaningful work. Used badly, they can create
serious risks: poor interpretation, hidden bias,
weak validation, misinformation, privacy concerns
and loss of trust.

Scottish Government social researchers have a
vital role in setting the right approach. We want

to be ambitious about innovation, but equally
clear that technology must be used safely,
ethically and proportionately. Human judgement
remains essential. Al can assist research and
support professional judgement; it cannot replace
researchers or reduce accountability for the
quality and integrity of evidence.

This goal is therefore about more than tools and
providing access to appropriate technologies
across the research pipeline. It is also about
standards, skills and governance. Researchers
need confidence in when and how to use digital
methods. Setting clear expectations and providing
training will help researchers make appropriate
decisions about Al use and help them validate
Al-generated evidence proportionately and in line
with organisational standards. We will champion
safe, transparent and ethically sound use of

Al by embedding clear standards, transparent
processes and proportionate oversight.
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The profession has already made strong
progress, including through the development

of our pioneering Al learning offers, practical
guidance and availability of bespoke tools for
research purposes. The next phase is to move
from early adoption of Al to consistent, confident
and well-governed use of Al across the research
pipeline.

By leading on this agenda, social researchers can
help Scottish Government innovate responsibly.
We can support better organisational decisions
about evidence, provide quality assurance and
build public trust in our decision making and use
of Al, while making sure research participants are
treated fairly and transparently throughout the
process.




What we will do

» Set clear, risk-based standards for the ethical, safe and appropriate use of Al in social
research, developed with internal and external partners, and compliant with data protection,
information security and research ethics requirements.

» Strengthen awareness of mis- and disinformation risks and put in place practical safeguards
to protect the quality and trustworthiness of evidence.

» Support a cross-analytical community of practice so that staff can share learning, avoid
duplication and spread good practice.

» Equip researchers with the skills and judgement to use Al and digital tools well, from initial
adoption through to sustained and optimised use.

» Provide a trusted digital toolkit of safe, high-quality tools that support the research process.

> Set expectations for contractors, participants and the public about the appropriate use of Al
In government-commissioned research.

» Embed scrutiny and validation standards so that Al-assisted outputs are proportionately
checked, documented and quality assured by professionals.

» Contribute research insight and ethical expertise to wider Scottish Government thinking on
Al policy.

» Support the development of a trusted repository of assured government data that will support
safe, ethical and appropriate interrogation using Al and digital tools.
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Goal 5: Social research will embrace multidisciplinarity

The challenges government faces do not fit neatly
within one discipline. Public health, poverty,
climate transition, care, transport, justice and
economic change all require insights from
different disciplines, and the best of evaluation,
behavioural science, data-informed inquiry and
other related approaches. Our profession will
therefore be open, outward-looking and less
constrained by narrow disciplinary boundaries.

This goal is not only about collaboration. It is also
about identity and belonging. Over the next five
years, we will become a stronger professional
home for people whose expertise sits alongside,
between or across established traditions,
including specialists in evaluation, behavioural
science and data-related research. We want
people with these backgrounds to see a clear
place for themselves in the profession and a clear
route to contribute, grow and lead.

That means valuing a broad mix of skills and ways
of thinking. Some colleagues bring deep strengths
in theory-based evaluation. Others understand
behaviour change, experimentation or applied
data methods. Others move confidently across
mixed methods, combining qualitative insights
with quantitative analysis. These strengths can
help government answer difficult questions

more effectively: what works, for whom, in what
circumstances, why and how to improve delivery.
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By broadening the profession in this way, we will
strengthen both our impact and our resilience. We
will be better able to respond to complex policy
problems, support more innovative approaches
and make fuller use of the talent already working
across government. We will continue to work
closely with other analytical professions and
evidence communities, but we will also create

a clearer and more inclusive professional

base within social research itself for adjacent
specialisms to thrive.

In practice this means building a profession that is
confident in its research foundations while flexible
enough to welcome complementary expertise.

It means creating clearer development routes,
encouraging cross-fertilisation of methods and
making sure Scotland benefits from a wider and
more modern research toolkit.




What we will do

» Create clearer routes into the profession for people with relevant backgrounds in evaluation,
behavioural science, data-related research and other complementary fields, so they can see
social research as a credible professional home.

» Support researchers to develop specialist strengths within the profession, including in
evaluation, behavioural science and data-enabled approaches, where these improve
the quality and usefulness of our work and support choice for researchers to develop
specialisms.

» Broaden how we define and recognise professional contribution, so that a wider range of
methods, skills and disciplinary backgrounds are valued within social research.

» Build stronger connections across the profession so that colleagues working in related
specialisms can learn from one another, share practice and contribute to a more joined-up
research community.

» Continue to strengthen capability in behavioural science and evaluation through networks,
training, peer learning and practical opportunities to apply these approaches in policy work.

» Encourage research that combines social research with complementary approaches,
including data-enabled, experimental and theory-based methods, to answer complex policy
questions more effectively.

» Work closely with other analytical and scientific professions while also making sure the social
research profession remains an open and welcoming base for people whose expertise spans
traditional boundaries.
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In summary

This strategy is about impact. It sets out how
Scottish Government social research will help
improve decisions over the next five years by being
more influential, more inclusive, more skilled,
more digitally confident and more collaborative.

It recognises the pressures facing government
and society, but it also starts from a position of
optimism: the profession has strong foundations,
trusted expertise and a clear public purpose.

The next five years will demand careful choices.
Resources will remain tight. Public expectations
will remain high. Technology will continue to move
quickly. In that context, robust and people-centred
research is not a luxury; it is essential. Scotland
needs evidence that is rigorous, transparent and
grounded in real lives. It needs professionals who
can test claims, explain complexity and support
better outcomes. It needs researchers who are
supported, resilient and able to perform at their
best over the long term.

This plan is intentionally practical. It keeps the
long-term vision in view, but it also focuses on
what the profession will actually do: strengthen
decision making, improve representation, invest
in people, use technology responsibly and

work more effectively across disciplines. That
combination of ambition and practicality is what
will help the strategy make a real difference.

By 2031, we want social research in Scottish
Government to be recognised not only for the
quality of its methods, but for the difference it
makes: helping government understand society
more deeply, act more wisely and serve the
people of Scotland more effectively.
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