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Editorial from 
Professor Peter Wells

How will public policy be made in the future?

From the perspective of the British polity wrestling 
with the profound challenges and consequences 
wrought by the European Referendum result 
of 2016 it is difficult to know how public policy 
will be made in six weeks’ time let alone 10, 20 or 
even 30 years’ time. This has not prevented many 
organisations, from think tanks, the Big Four 
consultancies and international bodies such as 
the European Commission from trying.

Large consultancy firms in their reports have 
tended to focus on the power of technology and 
scientific advances. They often see advances in 
artificial intelligence (AI), machine learning and 
big data as providing government, organisations 
and citizens with powerful tools which will 
enable greater anticipation of their needs. This 
is an exciting and brave new world harnessing a 
Promethean outlook in which an all knowing and 
creative government can fulfil all needs.

There are of course counter points to this future. 
Work by the European Commission in its Future 
of Government 2030+ initiative has deliberately 
sought to take a citizen led perspective. It offers 
four nuanced scenarios which may unfold. These 

include a super local and user-focused model in 
which technology enables the return of decisions 
to far more local level than has been possible in 
250 years of western nation states; a second more 
dystopic vision of private algocracy in which 
the control of big data and AI rests with large 
companies; a third vision of super-collaborative 
government in which a new and higher ‘commons’ 
is discovered addressing global challenges; and 
finally a risk of stasis through over regulation and 
extension of the state into more areas.

The strength and weakness of setting different 
future scenarios is of course that they can at once 
be both correct (or at least some elements of them 
may well come to pass) and wrong (in that the 
future never quite turns out how we envisioned it 
to be). In an age where there are crises in the 
legitimacy of the nation state to act, there are at 
the same time some of the greatest challenges 
which societies have ever faced, in particular through 
global heating and the mass extinction of species.

Where does this leave public policy and how it is 
made? International evidence points to those 
countries with the lowest levels of poverty and 
lowest levels of economic disparities being those 
where policy making has been able to address 
complex challenges across political cycles. Of course, 
these countries often start from an egalitarian 
position and not the position of deep and widening 
inequality as in the United Kingdom and United 
States. A fatalist position would suggest decline 
and inequality in the UK and US is inevitable; the 
challenge for policy makers and analysts from the 
progressive tradition is just the opposite, to work 
strategically to advance positions which offer 
solutions to these crises. Central to this project 
is a focus on addressing inequality and poverty.

Professor Peter Wells is the Director of the 
Sheffield Institute for Policy Studies (SIPS).

Professor Peter Wells

The Sheffield Institute 
for Policy Studies (SIPS)

Our expertise
SIPS’ areas of policy 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 
also concerned with encouraging multidisciplinary 
policy studies research across Sheffield Hallam 
University with attention focusing on key cross 
cutting issues such as resilience, austerity, 
migration, radicalisation, devolution, public sector 
transformation, and young people.

Seminar Series
The institute runs a seminar series which explores 
some of the key issues highlighted above along 
with other key policy issues. For more details 
about upcoming events please see the back of 
this newsletter.

Sheffield Hallam’s Policy Research 
Centres and Departments
SIPS draws on expertise from research centres and 
departments across the University including:

• Centre for Behavioural Science 
and Applied Psychology

• Centre for Regional, Economic and Social Research

• Centre for Development and Research in Education

• Helena Kennedy Centre for International Justice

• Department of Psychology, Sociology and Politics

• Cultural, Communication and Computing 
Research Institute

To explore our work in more detail, please visit our 
website, sheffieldinstituteforpolicystudies.com

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.

http://sheffieldinstituteforpolicystudies.com
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Are Sheffield Teachers 
Prepared for New Sex 
Education Guidelines?

Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) in 
secondary schools and Relationships Education 
(RE) in primary schools will become compulsory 
from September 2020 in England. UK Government 
guidance for schools was issued in February 2019 
and much welcomed by academics, teachers, 
regulatory bodies (e.g OFSTED) and young people 
who had criticised current provision, delivery 
and content of school-based sex education, for 
being ‘too little and too late’, and out of date, 
given the significant societal and technological 
changes that have taken place since the previous 
guidance issued in 2000. Importantly, the new 
guidance seeks to ensure that all future provision 
is compliant with the Equality Act (2010) by 
including all relationships and relevant protected 
characteristics.

In January 2019, Sheffield’s multi-disciplinary RSE 
task group* commissioned researchers at Sheffield 
Hallam University to find out whether teachers in 
Sheffield were ready to implement the new guidance 
and what support they might need. This task group 
is keen to create a ‘Sheffield Way’ to support school 
leadership teams and teachers to work in partnership 
with parents and community groups to deliver sex 
education to children and young people that is 
inclusive whilst remaining respectful of the diverse 
communities in the city. To this end, the researchers 
gathered views from teachers and other stakeholders 
using an online survey (150 responses), face to face 
interviews and a workshop at the Hallam Festival 
of Education. Key findings show that (i) there is a 
lack of awareness about the new guidance, (ii) 
teachers have not received training on the new 
guidance, (iii) a high number of teachers do not feel 
ready to teach age appropriate lessons on subjects 
such as pornography and sexual harassment, (iv) 
teachers are not sure how to ensure their teaching 
is inclusive, specifically for pupils with special 
educational needs and disability, and those who 
identify as LGBTQ+, (v) teachers and senior 
leadership teams are unsure how to work in 
partnership with parents/carers, and (vi) there is a 
crisis of funding and resources that results in many 
schools being unable to offer training for staff.

A recent BBC Panorama programme** identified 
dilemmas faced by schools when trying to 
accommodate the beliefs and cultures of their 
pupils and their parents whilst ensuring they are 
meeting the requirements around inclusivity as 

described in the Equality Act 2010. Highlighting 
the case of Parkfield School in Birmingham, the 
programme also identified that once protests 
by parents were featured in the media, the 
Department of Education put the school under 
pressure to suspend its programme, ‘No Outsiders’ 
which sought to “teach about equality in a way 
where no one [is] left out”*** . Like teachers in 
the Panorama programme, our research found 
that teachers are anxious but keen to find ways 
of working with parents that utilise up to date 
resources that can provide a more inclusive and 
positive sex education for all.

It appears likely that a very small number 
of individuals will remain unwilling for their 
children to participate in sex education – mostly 
on religious grounds, regardless of what schools 
and teachers do. In order to mediate the impact of 
negative publicity in the media, schools need to 
work in partnership with parents and community 
groups to provide them with factual information 
and resources so that parents are confident and 
reassured about the content of sex education 
lessons and are able to complement school-based 
provision with communication at home.

This research was carried out by three post-
graduate students, Chloe Froggatt, Tracey 
Holland and Becca White who are on the MRes 
Social Science course at Sheffield Hallam 
University; they were supervised by Prof. Julia 
Hirst and Dr Cinnamon Bennett. The students 
held a dissemination event to launch their 
report and findings on the 10th July 2019, 
which was attended by more than 40 people.

* The Sheffield RSE Task Group is a sub-group of the 
Sheffield RSE Forum and comprises stakeholders from 
Sheffield City Council, SAYiT, Learn Sheffield, Sheffield 
Hallam University and Sheffield NHS Teaching Hospitals, 
School Nurses, CREST and the University of Sheffield.

** Kotecha, S. (2019). Sex Education: The LGBT debate 
in schools. Retrieved: www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/
m0006w9l

*** For more information about the ‘no outsiders’ initiative 
in Birmingham – see The Guardian

Above: Social Policy MRes students presented their 
findings on teachers’ readiness in Sheffield schools to 
teach to the new RSE guidelines at a Workshop event 
on Wednesday 10th July 2019.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m0006w9l 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m0006w9l 
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‘Resilience’ to 
economic hardship

The difficult and uncertain times we live in has 
resulted in increasing attention focusing on how 
households respond to challenging circumstances. 
This has seen the concept of ‘resilience’ come 
to the fore. Although it is a ‘slippery’ and elusive 
concept, historically, it has been viewed by both 
academics and policy makers alike as the capacity 
of an individual to respond positively to a (single) 
setback or shock.

In the UK, the concept has been widely used in a 
range of policy domains including social policy. 
The UK Government has been keen to use the 
term in this context because it emphasises self-
help and agency (i.e. the ability of individuals to 
make their own choices and act independently) 
over structural factors, like financial crises and 
austerity. The construct has also been increasingly 
used by academics researching social policy, 
particularly those in poverty studies, who have 
been attracted to it because of their dissatisfaction 
with ‘deficit-model’ explanations of poverty, which 
blame individuals for their situations.

However, a paper I have had published in the 
Journal of Social Policy Society* argues that there 
are fundamental problems with using resilience in 
the context of economic hardship. This is because, 
in this context, it is inadequately conceptualised, 
difficult to measure, and poorly equipped to deal 
with the complexity of the lives of low income 
households, who face multiple stressors.

Furthermore, the research, which unpacked the 
experiences of low income households in Northern 
Ireland, found there to be few positive connotations 
associated with being ‘resilient’ i.e. living with 
economic hardship. Indeed, the experience for 
most participants was a negative one: ‘getting-by’ 
adversely affected their health; was tiring and 
wearing; negatively impacted on their children; 
and was a source of shame and embarrassment. 
However, that is not to say that individuals did not 
exhibit a bundle of positive characteristics that 
helped them ‘cope’. These included adaptability, 
ingenuity, stoicism, resourcefulness, selflessness, 
high levels of endurance and a strong will not to be 
overcome. But for most participants being resilient 
was not about ‘bouncing-back’, flourishing and 
thriving in the face of adversity – it was about 
enduring, surviving and ‘getting-by’.

Over used and fundamentally flawed: the problem with using the concept of 
‘resilience’ in the context of economic hardship.

These findings have a number of implications 
for policy:

• The use of the term ‘resilience’ is highly 
problematic.

• Policy makers should avoid championing 
and promoting ‘resilience’, as one of the key 
conclusions of the research is that most of the 
factors that allowed individuals to be ‘resilient’ 
were negative in nature. These included: going 
without food, heating, and lighting; lowering and 
managing expectations, and adaptation.

• Instead, the emphasis should be on removing 
low-income households from hardship and 
not on helping them to cope with it better. 
Notwithstanding this, it is imperative that policy 
makers continue to support those structures 
that allow low-income households to cope 
financially, such as Voluntary and Community 
Sector organisations.

• Initiatives that encourage residential mobility 
amongst low-income households – such as the 
Removal of the Spare Room Subsidy (or the 
so-called ‘Bedroom Tax’), which penalises social 
housing tenants who under-occupy their homes by 
reducing their Housing Benefit/ Universal Credit 
– are likely to have a detrimental impact on them. 
This is because they risk disconnecting them from 
the principal resource that allows them to ‘get-by’ 
– the support, whether financial, practical (such 
as childcare) or emotional, provided by friends and 
family who, more often than not, live locally.

• While the concept of resilience may be flawed, 
it is important (in a context of ongoing austerity 
and welfare reform) that research continues 
into the lived experiences of low-income 
households, whether it is badged as ‘resilience’ 
research or not. This is particularly important 
in the context of the final message for policy: 
many participants who reported that they were 
struggling to ‘get-by’ also reported that they 
could not trim their budgets further, with no 
scope for further ‘sacrifices’ to be made in light 
of any future financial stressor.

By Paul Hickman, Professor of Housing and Social 
Policy at Sheffield Hallam University

Above: Paul Hickman led a study team comprising researchers from Sheffield Hallam University, the University of 
Sheffield and Queen’s University Belfast, which explored the experiences of low income households across Northern 
Ireland. Two of the case study areas were in Derry/ Londonderry (pictured).

*The paper won the Social Policy Association’s 
Cambridge University Press Award for Excellence  
in Social Policy Scholarship 2019.



Sheffield Festival of 
Social Science 2019

As in previous years, Sheffield Hallam University 
will again be organising the Sheffield Festival of 
Social Science in conjunction with The University 
of Sheffield and supported by the Economic & 
Social Research Council (ESRC). Over 30 events will 
take place across the City during an 8-day period 
between Saturday 2nd November and Saturday 
9th November 2019, organised by researchers from 
both institutions from a range of academic fields 
including sociology, psychology, education, law, 
human rights, geography and sustainable energy.

Researchers from Hallam will be delivering 10 events 
at this year’s festival in a range of university and 
non-university venues with 70% of the events 
programme taking place off-campus as part of  
the university’s commitment to be an active 
community stakeholder, leading locally whilst 
engaging globally.

The event will open on the morning of Saturday 
2nd November with an exhibition symposium at 
the Winter Gardens featuring no fewer than five 
displays from both universities. Hallam will have 
three events which will be available to view during 
the festival week. Sociologist Peter Thomas will be 
showcasing work he has recently completed with a 
number of colleagues in an exhibition entitled 
“Steel City to Northern Poorhouse” exploring 
economic decline in the city and the impact of 
low-paid work coupled with limited trade union 
power. The exhibition will also explore the reasons 
why Sheffield has suffered more than most other 
major cities in this regard. Geographer Naomi 
Holmes will present a collection of landscape 
photographs from around the city and surrounding 
countryside and ask visitors for their opinions on 
which landscapes they particularly like and why  

to build up a picture of the public’s perception of 
green spaces. In a similar vein, Land Law Specialist 
Jill Dickinson will be presenting selected entries 
from a children’s picture competition looking at the 
“Future of Green Spaces” and how young people 
perceive and value parks.

Other events for young people include a Key 
Stage 3 History project organised by Janice 
Haigh and Deborah Ballin which will run in 
local schools during the festival week. Entitled 
“Guardian Angels” this will be an interactive 
workshop where students will explore stories of 
children that suffered with tuberculosis in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and 
they will produce an audio story box. Local A Level 
Psychology students will be invited to Heart of 
the Campus on Tuesday 5th November to explore 
brain functionality in the university’s state of the 
art psychology laboratories, gaining an insight 
into what studying Psychology at degree level 
may entail.

Arguably the most compelling events of the 
festival programme are the Global Human Rights 
Showcase and Gaming for Clean Sport. A number 
of colleagues from the Helena Kennedy Centre 
including Dr Sunita Toor, Dr Craig Paterson, Sou 
Brogan and Sue Bulley will present a showcase of 
the action research that has taken place across 
the world in Britain, India and Southern Africa 
in relation to Human Rights during a full-day 
session on Wednesday 6th November in the 
Charles Street Building. Dr Toor will be showcasing 
work undertaken in India to prevent and reduce 
domestic violence against women including 
training police personnel in how to deal with 
crimes against women. Sue Bulley will present 
details of a recent Masters’ course field trip to 
Lesotho looking at how the donation of shoes has 
enabled more children to attend school and the 
availability of an innovative type of slow cooker 
known as the Wonderbag is making cooking safer 
and quicker, reducing serious injuries from cooking 
over naked flames and allowing women more free 
time to perhaps undertake some paid work and 
increase living standards. Audience members 
will be able to sample food prepared using the 
Wonderbag. Dr Craig Paterson and Sou Brogan 
will present work undertaken to combat modern 
slavery in South Yorkshire. This workshop will 
incorporate a live performance from Mama Africa.
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Above: Sheffield’s Winter Gardens will host three 
exhibitions by Hallam academics during the Festival 
of Social Science.

Human Rights in Action, Doping, Autism & the Importance of Green Spaces among 
Highlights of Sheffield Hallam’s Festival Programme this November.

On Saturday 9th November, Social Psychologist 
Lambros Lazuras will present “Gaming for Clean 
Sport” as part of a double header event with Dr 
Christian Reynolds of The University of Sheffield 
at the National Videogame Museum. During 
three one-hour sessions, visitors will have a 
chance to play a simulation where they are faced 
with a series of dilemmas regarding the use of 
performance enhancing drugs which will unleash 
a series of consequential scenarios depending 
on the decisions that are taken. This game is 
an output from a European Union supported 
programme that Dr Lazuras has been delivering 
and is completely ground-breaking in its nature.

Other events taking place as part of the festival 
include a round table of people living with Autism 
describing their experiences and how they see 
the world in “Missing Autistic Voices” on Saturday 
2nd November. On Sunday 3rd November, Dr Will 
Eadson of the Centre for Regional Economic and 
Social Research (CRESR) will present a workshop 
looking at community energy initiatives in 
Yorkshire and the Humber with the objective of 
establishing a community energy hub in Yorkshire 
and the North East.

All Sheffield Festival of Social Science events 
are free of charge and the diverse programme 
means that there is something for everyone 
wherever your interests lie. For full details 
of all Sheffield Festival of Social Science 
events, visit the website at 
festivalofsocialscience.group.shef.ac.uk/#EVENTS

http://festivalofsocialscience.group.shef.ac.uk/#EVENTS
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Upcoming 
Events

Research in 
the Media
These are some of the policy research highlights from the last few months 
which have been appearing in the news locally and nationally.

How adaptive gameplay can help 
children master arithmetic
www.shu.ac.uk/research/in-action/projects/
maths-education-game

Community-owned buildings add 
£220m a year to economy
www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/community-
owned-buildings-add-%c2%a3220m-year-
economy?filter=Research

Sheffield Hallam to evaluate youth 
crime prevention projects
Sheffield Hallam University has partnered with 
the Youth Endowment Fund to evaluate a set of 
projects aimed at stopping children and young 
people becoming involved in crime.

www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/sheffield-hallam-
evaluate-youth-crime-prevention-projects

Off The Shelf Lecture Sponsored by SIPS

Kajal Odedra – Do Something – 
Activism for Everyone
Theatre Deli, Tuesday 15th October, 8pm

Kajal Odedra will discuss her new book 
‘Do Something – Activism for Everyone’ at a  
SIPS sponsored seminar on Tuesday 15th October 
2019 at Theatre Deli as part of the 2019 Off The 
Shelf Literary Festival.

Kajal Odedra is UK Director at Change.org, the 
world’s largest online petition website with 200 
million users worldwide. Having worked as a 
campaigner for years Kajal has learned the tricks 
of the trade traditionally held in circles of power. 
Her mission is to show people how to use their 
voice to make their community, politicians and 
CEOs take notice. She will talk about how people 
power works and give you the tools to help change 
our world.

SIPS PhD Poster Competition
Wednesday 22nd April 2020
Heart of the Campus 12.30pm-3.30pm

A celebration of policy related doctoral research 
taking place across the university.

University launches Centre for 
Behavioural Science and Applied 
Psychology
Using behavioural science to tackle public health 
and policy issues was at the top of the agenda at a 
conference to mark the official opening of Sheffield 
Hallam University’s new Centre for Behavioural 
Science and Applied Psychology (CeBSAP).

www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/university-
launches-centre-behavioural-science-and-
applied-psychology

Local Productivity: The real 
differences across UK cities and 
regions
Professors Christina Beatty and Steve Fothergill 
find that the government’s preferred measure of 
productivity may be masking the true dynamics of 
regional economic imbalances in the UK

www4.shu.ac.uk/research/cresr/sites/shu.ac.uk/
files/local-productivity.pdf 

https://www.shu.ac.uk/research/in-action/projects/maths-education-game
https://www.shu.ac.uk/research/in-action/projects/maths-education-game
https://www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/community-owned-buildings-add-%c2%a3220m-year-economy?filter=Rese
https://www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/community-owned-buildings-add-%c2%a3220m-year-economy?filter=Rese
https://www4.shu.ac.uk/mediacentre/community-owned-buildings-add-%c2%a3220m-year-economy?filter=Rese
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