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Editorial from  
Professor Paul Hickman

The Sheffield Institute 
for Policy Studies (SIPS)

In recent years, the concept of resilience has become 
increasingly popular with policy makers, who have 
been attracted to it by its emphasis on self-help and 
responsibilisation, and academics working in the 
social policy arena. They have embraced it for a very 
different reason: because it offers a counterpoint 
to deficit model explanations of the experiences, 
circumstances and ‘performance’ of disadvantaged 
households. However, reflecting the comparatively 
newness of the literature on resilience, it is relatively 
poorly conceptualised and understood in the social 
policy field. 

In February we ran a seminar designed to address 
this gap in knowledge by exploring resilience 
in three contexts: ‘communities’; responses to 
economic hardship; and education, where the 
concept is often referred to as ‘grit’. The seminar 
featured outstanding contributions from:

• Professor David Robinson and Dr Deborah Platts-
Fowler, who drawing on a Sheffield based study, 
explored community resilience and why some 
neighbourhoods appear to be more resilient than 
others. 

• Professor Hulya Dagdeviren and Dr Matthew 
Donoghue who explored how people responded 
to hardship after the 2008 crisis, drawing upon 

Our expertise
SIPS’ policy areas of expertise include: housing, 
the impact of welfare reform, labour markets, 
regeneration, the voluntary and community sector, 
social justice and human rights, criminal justice, 
migration, public health, and education. SIPS is 
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cutting issues such as resilience, austerity, 
migration, radicalisation, devolution, public sector 
transformation, and young people.

Seminar Series
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programme please see the back of this newsletter.
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Centres and Departments
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Research; Centre for Development and Research in 
Education, Helena Kennedy Centre for International 
Justice; Centre for Health and Social Care Research; 
Sport Industry Research Centre; Department 
of Psychology, Sociology and Politics; Cultural, 
Communication and Computing Research Centre 
and Centre for Sports and Exercise Science.
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website, www.shu.ac.uk/sips

The institute showcases the policy research undertaken across Sheffield Hallam 
University with a view to informing and shaping policy locally and nationally. It 
provides access to leading academics and policy researchers within the University.primary data gathered through household and 

key informant interviews in nine European 
countries. 

• Professor Jacqueline Stevenson who, drawing on 
research with adult learners, including refugees, 
ex-offenders and care leavers, critiqued the ways 
in which resilience-building activities can work to 
individualise and stigmatise students. 

The overarching message I took from the seminar 
is that resilience as a construct is deeply flawed 
and that its popularity in the social policy arena 
is unwarranted. Furthermore, in the context of 
individual, financial resilience the emphasis should 
be on removing low-income households from 
economic hardship and not on helping them to cope 
with it better.

The third seminar of the current academic year 
is taking place on April 5th and is concerned 
with another very topical issue: citizenship, 
and specifically, the challenges of engaging 
marginalised populations within inclusive 
communities. It would be great to see you at this 
event as well as at our second Annual Lecture 
which is taking place on July 6th. Information 
about how to book a place at both events can be 
found at the end of this newsletter. 

In addition to running events, we run a blog on a 
range of topical subjects including anti-doping in 
sports, devolution and the North, post-truth and 
the politics of austerity, resilience, and refugee 
students in higher education – all our blogs can be 
found on our website. We are always on the look-
out for contributors so please do get in touch if you 
would like to write an article for us. 

Best wishes,
Paul Hickman

Paul Hickman is a Co-Director of the Sheffield 
Institute for Policy Studies (SIPS) and Professor 
of Housing and Social Policy at Sheffield Hallam 
University.

Professor Paul Hickman
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Community resilience can be defined as the 
engagement and development of local resources by 
community members to thrive in an environment 
full of change and uncertainty.

The concept of community resilience raises some 
important questions: to what extent is it a genuine 
attempt to aid communities ‘weather the storm’ of 
austerity, or does it merely transfer responsibility 
to communities to resolve their own problems? Can 
community resilience be recognised and measured, 
and how can local authorities seek to develop it?

A study co-produced with Sheffield City Council 
highlights radical notions of community resilience, 
arguing that ‘thriving’ in the face of change should 
include transformation and resistance, and not 
merely survival. Defining resilience in this way 
recognises that it can be a base from which to 
mobilise a community to bring about social change. 

The study measured community resilience using 
social statistics to identify neighbourhoods 
with better than expected outcomes, such as 
levels of health and crime, for the level of socio-

Community Resilience: 
a policy tool for local 
government?

economic stress they were experiencing. This 
approach recognised resilience in different 
types of neighbourhoods, including less affluent 
communities that may be exposed to greater levels 
of stress.

Interviews were carried out with a range of roles in 
local agencies and communities, such as teachers, 
health professionals, and ward councillors, to 
explore factors supporting resilience. These factors 
were grouped into three connected areas based on 
the type of explanation they supported, regarding, 
who lives in the area, the social and physical 
context, and the nature of the local community.

A key finding is there can be no one size fits all 
approach. However, when looking at how policy 
and practice might be used to promote and protect 
resilience, the study highlighted:

A basic infrastructure of public places – the 
ambition should be to create and improve the 
gathering spaces within neighbourhoods to 
encourage interaction between local people and 
agencies.

An inclusive sense of belonging – the recognition 
of shared priorities, concerns and grievances were 
shown to be important. 

Information, voice and power – it can be 
challenging for local agencies when communities 
disagree with decisions, but local people are well-
placed to modify strategies, plans and actions 
according to their needs.

Community infrastructure and action – 
community events and collective activities are often 
facilitated by local residents and groups and so 
supporting, or starting, these can offer ‘more for less’.

The implication for local authorities is to be clear 
about what is being cut. A library, for example, 
can offer more than books and IT facilities; it can 
act as a meeting point for local people, facilitating 
opportunities for communities to build resilience in 
the face of an uncertain future.

By Professor David Robinson, Professor of 
Human Geography and Director of Research in 
the Department of Geography at The University 
of Sheffield, and Deborah Platts-Fowler Lecturer 
in Criminology at Sheffield Hallam University.

Between 2010 and 2015 austerity driven policy has cut local authority budgets by 
30 per cent. These cuts have led to a major reduction in local services at a time of 
extreme insecurity in the lives of many following the financial crash. As a result, 
local authorities are increasingly interested in the idea of ‘community resilience’. 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/08941920903305674
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2016.1186653
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that we are the (positive) focus of other people’s 
attention, that we are important to those around 
us, are depended on and appreciated by those we 
come in to contact with, is essential to the way we 
value ourselves. Re-developing a sense of worth is 
therefore fundamental to both refugees’ sense of  
self and their sense of identity. 

For these reasons, I have just set up a refugee 
mentoring scheme in partnership with Voluntary 
Action Sheffield specifically designed to enable 
refugees to develop a sense of worth – to individuals 
and to the university. The aim of the scheme is to 
link up individual members of staff with individual 
refugees, primarily those from professional 
backgrounds, with a view to helping the refugees 
gain a better understanding of how their profession/
area of work operates in the UK; help them to 
develop a focussed CV, decode job adverts, write 
an application form etc.; and for those who might 
wish to retrain or requalify, help them develop an 
understanding of UK higher education – wherever 
they may wish to study. 

When I first put out the call for prospective mentors 
I was unsure whether anyone would give up their 
time, but I have been delighted and overwhelmed by 
the response. If you would like to get involved with 
voluntary action Sheffield, please visit our website 
and get in touch www.vas.org.uk.

By Professor Jacqueline Stevenson, Head of 
Research at the Sheffield Institute of Education, 
Sheffield Hallam University.

Refugee students in higher 
education: developing a 
sense of mattering

Refugees and asylum seekers are rarely out of 
the news. The most recent UNHCR Global Trends 
report found that in 2015 65.3 million people, or one 
person in 113, were displaced from their homes by 
conflict and persecution, of which 21.3 million were 
refugees. Developing countries bear the burden of 
the influx, hosting over 86% of the world’s refugees. 
In contrast, the UK takes in very few asylum seekers 
receiving only 38,878 new applications throughout 
the whole of 2015. 

Those who are able to claim asylum in the UK face 
an uncertain future, as they are normally only 
granted leave to remain for five years. This can make 
planning for the future highly problematic: without 
indefinite leave refugees are unable to access student 
loans; on top of this they may find that their prior 
qualifications are not recognised, or that their needs 
and entitlements are not understood. 

Nevertheless, as my previous research has shown 
many refugees still consider that gaining a HE 
qualification offers the best chance to make a new 
life in a new country. This is particularly the case 
for the almost 50 per cent of refugees who hold a 
qualification on arrival in the UK or those who  
have worked in professional roles prior to fleeing 
their countries of origin. Gaining or regaining 
a higher education qualification offers the 
possibility of re-establishing professional 
occupations and re-securing employment 
commensurate with their skills. 

In addition, refugees may regard higher education 
as a place where they can regain a sense of worth, 
which may have been lost through the trauma of 
bereavement, persecution and relocation. Worth is 
the subjective perception that we make a difference 
to others in our lives. Knowing that we matter, 

http://www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/figures-at-a-glance.html
http://www.vas.org.uk/
http://www.vas.org.uk/
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/03057920701582624?needAccess=true
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Our own research on household resilience in 
Europe, in collaboration with eight research teams 
in Europe, covered Greece, Spain, Portugal, Ireland, 
the UK, Finland, Poland, Germany and Turkey. 
We demonstrate that ‘resilience’ may accurately 
reflect households’ ability to survive and adapt in 
the face of adversity. However, it also hides negative 
consequences of having to make tough decisions 
with little resources. Thus social and institutional 
support is crucial in augmenting households’ ability 
to adapt.

Hardship and resilience in 
post-crisis Europe

Institutional social protection has been important 
in supporting resilience, save some exceptions. 
Extensive austerity in Greece significantly 
compromised social rights. Aggressive use of benefit 
sanctions in the UK created new vulnerabilities, 
increasing reliance on foodbanks. Households 
compensate for this through use of debt, alongside 
support from kinship, solidarity and faith-
based networks. Negative side effects include 
unmanageable debt and stigma associated with 
charity use:

[S]ometimes you just spend on the card 
and the bank keep charging you because 
you just say to yourself, say “listen we’ve 
got to feed these kids” [Mary1, 45 years old, 
single parent, 3 children, East London]

Austerity and an unstable labour market increased 
tendencies toward accepting low pay, low grade, 
precarious jobs and occasionally unreported work. 
A key informant in Cornwall’s reflections captures 
these trends succinctly: 

it’s a bit of a standing joke locally that 
you’ll meet somebody who’s painting a 
neighbour’s house and then you’ll see 
them again after lunch behind the desk in 
the bank and then in the evening you’ll go 
to the pub and they’ll be playing a guitar 
there and earning a bit of money…. that’s 
life in Cornwall, it’s self-employment, 
it’s two or three jobs, it’s patching it all 
together

The most common household response to hardship 
was to reduce living costs by economising on 
essential (especially heating) and non-essential 
(such as ‘going out’, risking social exclusion) 

consumption, bargain hunting and greater self-
provision. This sometimes had severe results, such 
as going hungry, signifying limited choices.

Resilience may prove a novel and sustainable way 
of overcoming and staying out of hardship. Yet, 
it can carry significant risks to individuals’ and 
households’ overall wellbeing that is often glossed 
over in some of the current scholarship. Well-
developed social and economic support structures 
are required to counter the risks of resilience.

By Hulya Dagdeviren (@hulyadagdeviren) 
Professor of Economic Development at the 
Business School of University of Hertfordshire 
and Matthew Donoghue (@drdonoghue) 
Research Fellow on RESCuE at the University 
of Hertfordshire, and Departmental Lecturer in 
Comparative Social Policy at the department of 
Social Policy and Intervention at the University 
of Oxford.

Rising unemployment and cuts in public spending 
widened material deprivations, increased debt 
burden, social exclusion, insecurity and reduced 
autonomy with rising dependency. 

Though traditionally confined to poverty studies, 
interest is growing in discussing these issues with 
reference to ‘resilience’ against major shocks and 
adversities. It argues against the idea that the poor 
are passive victims, with little control over their 
circumstances. Rather, focus should be placed 
on the resourcefulness and agency of people, 
particularly regarding their ability to overcome 
crises and multiple pressures.

1Participants’ names are pseudonyms, used to protect their 
  original identities.

The 2008 financial crisis and subsequent austerity intensified hardship for low 
income households as well as the middle classes, creating new vulnerabilities 
across Europe.

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-954X.12403/full
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-social-policy/article/resilience-hardship-and-social-conditions/8DE02EECB264E9387C205B82A1675F55
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-social-policy/article/resilience-hardship-and-social-conditions/8DE02EECB264E9387C205B82A1675F55
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19501440
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19501440
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/resilience-and-recession-six-deprived-communities-preparing-worse-come
http://www.rescueproject.eu
http://www.rescueproject.eu
https://twitter.com/hulyadagdeviren
https://twitter.com/drdonoghue
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Upcoming  
events

Citizenship: What are the 
challenges of engaging 
marginalised populations  
within inclusive communities?
(5th April 2017, 5.00-6.30pm, Heart of the Campus 
lecture theatre, Collegiate Crescent Campus)

‘Tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’ was 
a mantra of the Blair government as it has been 
for politicians of all hues when seeking votes. The 
reality is much more complex with many of those 
involved in the criminal justice system experiencing 
significant levels of trauma, mental health problems 
and addictions, as well as complex life histories of 
abuse, looked-after care and homelessness. The 
seminar will address the narrower question of the 
rehabilitation and reintegration of offenders but 
embed this within a wider context of the citizenship 
and inclusion of vulnerable and stigmatised 
groups. All of the speakers will discuss innovative 
approaches to addressing the problems of exclusion 
and reintegration and will discuss the implications 
for what it means to be an ‘active citizen’. 

The seminar will feature contributions from: 

• Graham Beck, Governor of HMP Kirkham, the 
largest open prison in the UK

• Professor David Best, Professor of Criminology 
in the Helena Kennedy Centre for International 
Justice at SHU, and Associate Professor of 
Addiction Science at Monash University, 
Melbourne 

• Dr Jennifer Sloan, Senior Lecturer in Criminology 
at SHU, and an expert in the reintegration of 
offenders 

• Sergeant Steve Hodgkins – Lancashire 
Constabulary and Founder of Jobs, Friends & 
Houses CIC, will speak on citizenship and the 
rehabilitation of vulnerable populations

Annual Sheffield Institute of Policy 
Studies Lecture 
(6th July 2017, 4.00-6.00pm, Heart of the Campus 
lecture theatre, Collegiate Crescent Campus)

Lord Kerslake president of the Local Government 
Association and former head of the civil service 
and permanent secretary at the Department for 
Communities and Local Government will give the 
SIPS annual lecture. Refreshments will be provided.

Booking is essential, please visit: https://www.
eventbrite.co.uk/e/sheffield-institute-of-policy-
studies-annual-lecture-tickets-32917602435

Research Highlights 
January-April 2017

Department of Law and Criminology  
• Professor David Best and team have won a bid for 

a three year project in partnership with Ghent 
University, Tilburg University, and the University 
of Manchester to study multiple recovery 
pathways and evaluate the impact of recovery 
and treatment policies.

• Professor Babak Akghar with Douglas Wells 
and Dr Bankole Cole won a Horizon 2020 bid on 
tackling radicalisation in Europe. 

• Dr Bankole Cole was awarded £10,000 by the Tutu 
Foundation UK to evaluate the Ubuntu Police-
Youth project in London.

Department of Psychology, 
Sociology & Politics 
• Research by Dr Paul Aleixo, senior lecturer in 

psychology, about the use of comic books as 
text books, has been covered across national, 
broadcast and regional media.

• Dr Lambros Lazuras, senior lecturer in social 
psychology, was awarded four research grants on 
doping prevention and promoting whistleblowing 
against doping and match fixing in sports. Lambros 
was also featured on BBC One’s lunchtime news to 
discuss the ‘dark side of exercise’. 

CRESR (Centre for Regional 
Economic and Social Research)
• Chris Dayson is leading a major new project 

for the Lloyds Foundation Research entitled 
‘The value of small: evidencing the distinctive 
contribution of small and medium sized charities’. 

• Sheffield Hallam’s research on food banks was 
referenced in a Financial Times article about 
welfare claimants turning to food banks. 

• Research on homelessness and sanctions was 
referenced in Prime Minister’s Questions by 
Jeremy Corbyn. 

• Research for the National Housing Federation 
on the government’s voluntary right to buy pilot 
scheme has been widely featured in the media.

Department of the Natural and Built 
Environment  
• Dr Barry Haynes has secured a prestigious 

Knowledge Transfer Partnership grant with 
Mitie-Energy.  

• Dr Cate Hammond and Professor Lynn Crowe 
completed a funded study commissioned by 
the Campaign for National Parks, CPRE and the 
National Trust, examining the implementation of 
major development policy in English and Welsh 
national parks. 

Sheffield Institute of Education 
• Dr Jenny Slater won a grant from the AHRC on 

‘Arts, Architecture, Activism and Access: Taking 
Around the Toilet to New Spaces’

• Dr Colin McCaig has been awarded a National 
Collaborative Outreach Programme aimed at 
doubling the proportion of young people from 
disadvantaged backgrounds in higher education 
(HE) by 2020.

• Bernadette Stiell has won funding from 
the Department for Education for research 
Understanding Schools’ Attitudes Towards 
International Teacher Recruitment For  
Shortage Subjects.

These are some of the policy research highlights from the last few months, 
including new research awards, publications and events. 

Booking is essential, please visit: https://www.
eventbrite.co.uk/e/citizenship-and-engaging-
marginalised-populations-tickets-32916182187

Refreshments will be available from 4.30pm. 

https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/citizenship-and-engaging-marginalised-populations-tickets-32916182187
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/citizenship-and-engaging-marginalised-populations-tickets-32916182187
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/sheffield-institute-of-policy-studies-annual-lecture-tickets-32917602
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/sheffield-institute-of-policy-studies-annual-lecture-tickets-32917602
http://www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/comic-book-research-hits-headlines
http://www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/comic-book-research-hits-headlines
http://www.bbc.co.uk/sport/38884801
https://www.ft.com/content/79093f76-9c2a-11e6-a6e4-8b8e77dd083a
http://jeremycorbyn.org.uk/articles/jeremy-corbyn-prime-ministers-questions-02-november-2016/
http://www.housing.org.uk/blog/reflecting-on-the-voluntary-right-to-buy-pilot-lessons-from-the-action-lear/
http://www.cnp.org.uk/SHU-planning-research
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