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Research impact and gerontology

• Maximising impact a growing concern 
in social gerontology

• Relatively limited resources available 
for research on social aspects of 
ageing

• Collaboration of Academy of Social 
Sciences, Age UK and British Society of 
Gerontology on „impact brochure‟



• Impact as a reflection of the value base in critical gerontology:

“a more value-committed approach to social gerontology – a 
commitment not just to understand the social construction of 
ageing but to change it.” 

(Phillipson & Walker, 1987, p.12) 

Research impact and gerontology



• Impact as a contribution to 
„passionate scholarship‟: 

“We hold out this hope for those of us 
committed to critical gerontology … 
that we do whatever we do with 
passion and a belief that our 
scholarship can make a difference: 
that is move people to action.” 

(Holstein & Minkler, 2007, p.26)

Research impact and gerontology



Impact case study

• Growing older in socially deprived 
neighbourhoods (Scharf, Phillipson, 
Smith & Kingston)

• Part of Economic and Social Research 
Council‟s „Growing Older‟ programme 
(1999-2004)



Impact case study: research design

• Mixed-method study involving people 
aged 60 and over living in the most 
deprived wards of the most deprived 
local authorities in England:

– Group discussions (n=7)

– Survey (n=600)

– In-depth interviews (n=130)



Impact case study: research design

Where “quality of life ends at 6 o‟clock”



Impact case study: key findings

• Social exclusion as a multi-dimensional 
construct

• High prevalence of forms of exclusion 
faced by older people in urban areas:

– Poverty

– Isolation and loneliness

– Lack of access to key services

– Vulnerability to crime

• High degree of place attachment of 
older people



Impact case study: ‘heroic’ narrative

„Heroic‟ narrative identifies impact as:

• Carefully planned

• Occurring in a series of well-ordered, 
chronological stages

• Transparent, objective, and 
measurable

• Unproblematic



Impact case study: ‘realistic’ narrative

„Realistic‟ narrative identifies impact as:

• Unplanned

• Occurring often in an opportunistic, 
non-linear way

• Subjective and not easily quantifiable

• Challenging



Reporting impact: REF case study

Key dimensions of impact:

• Better informed public policy making

• Highly skilled people

• Cultural enrichment

• Improved quality of life



Reporting impact: REF case study

• Better informed public policy making:

– Reports for Help the Aged, Social 
Exclusion Unit, Commission for 
Rural Communities

– Shift towards preventative ageing 
policies

– Material deprivation indicators for 
older people (DWP)

– Ongoing contribution to public 
debates



Reporting impact: REF case study

• Highly skilled people:

– Career/personal development of 
project‟s research assistant

– Five PhD students working in 
broad area of social 
inclusion/exclusion

– Ongoing contributions to 
academic programmes



Reporting impact: REF case study

• Cultural enrichment:

– Regular participation in Manchester 
„Full of Life‟ festival

– ESRC Festival of Social Science

– Articles in newspapers and 
professional journals

– „Issues for an Ageing Society‟ 
course for older people in 
Manchester



Reporting impact: REF case study

• Improved quality of life:

– New Philanthropy Capital (2004) 
report „Grey Matters‟

– Guardian Christmas Appeal 2004 
(ca. £230,000 raised)

– Balance (Gatsby) Charitable 
Foundation focus on 
disadvantaged older people (over 
£8m distributed to charities)



Ongoing impact

• Partnerships with Manchester City 
Council

– „Promoting independence and social 
engagement amongst older people 
in disadvantaged communities‟ 
(Research Councils‟ New Dynamics 
of Ageing Programme, 2005-2012)

– Contribution to Manchester‟s 
Ageing Strategy

– Joint PhD studentships



Summary: key messages

• Effective reporting of impact a key 
issue in gerontology

• Underlying focus on improving 
quality of life of older people

• Effective impact requires ongoing 
personal commitment by researchers

• Impact is worth doing properly

• Impact is challenging, but can be 
enjoyable and rewarding
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