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Becoming a Critical Friend  

This blog is written by a community-peer researcher, volunteering with the Intersectional 

Stigma of Place-Based Ageing (ISPA) Project to enable communities to thrive and put into 

the limelight the important matters from the point of view of the public. The blog 

explores the importance of engagement and partnership working, the insecurity felt by 

communities and the growing scepticism about local planning processes.  

 

The importance of engagement and partnership  

National governments, the NHS and universities are examples of bodies who seek 
partnerships, co-working and other types of engagement with outside individuals, groups 
and businesses. But are such bodies receptive to the critical friends who provide 
constructive views, whether representing community interests or observing gathered 
anecdotal illustrations? How often do staff in public bodies discard outsiders’ views, even 
when this input addresses issues already understood as problematic to the organization? 
And how often do universities overlook input from the outside, particularly when this input 
not a quote from a published, peer-reviewed paper, or doesn't fall within the narrow 
funding scope of current research interests? 
 
Often may be the over-common answer, as probably only a minority of meaningful 
engagement and partnership initiatives allocate time to forge essential trust between the 
parties involved. This is understandable, since staff face conflicting pressures and priorities 
as funding tightens, and their organizations may have a long history of working in 
departmental silos. But organizations’ endeavour is weakened where negligible resource is 
set aside to recognize trends, which may be blatant to an impartial outsider or even 
insiders, thinking in a personal, rather than professional capacity.  
 
There are examples of co-production and ‘data, evidence, targeting investment’ 
approaches1, which is progress from when public bodies were given no motivation to 
measure public engagement other than at the start of an initiative2. ‘Partnering with key 
players to make a difference in our city, region, nation and the wider world’3 should create 
capacity, where partnerships build trust and evidence their co-production. Professionals in 
large organisations, from the NHS, through universities to policy officers do, of course, spot 
trends, but may then fail to consider any wider implication on public services or costs. For 
example, more people offer their bodies to universities for medical research, motivated by 
avoiding unaffordable funeral costs, which is likely, given that local authorities have rising 
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public cost as more people die with no resource left to cover their funerals costs.4
 Outside 

perspectives enable researchers (and others) to stay close to the ground on what is going 
on. It allows them to dig further into these perspectives and see if there is data existing or 
research to be done to evidence these insights. 
 

Using housing-related trends as ease progress/inclusion 

Long fragmented statistics and changing statistical bases over time leave a reliance on 

universities to contribute fresh objective surveys, usefully cutting across traditional themes, 

to gather anecdotal evidence, especially from citizens and other outside groups. For 

example, the public may notice that the UK housing crisis hits the UK economy more widely 

now than just in rural and remote areas. This view comes from anecdotal evidence 

gathered informally over years from unpaid caring partners, friends, family and neighbours, 

as their plight is typified by: 

 

• a lack of respite and refuge options to counter increasing overwork, stress and 

anxiety 

• increasing difficulty in relocating home either to downsize for greater safety and 

manageability, or so to be closer to family/facilities; and 

• a growing challenge in finding support/activity workers, largely because of 

prohibitively expensive travel-to-work costs on top of a dire lack of relocation 

options. Potential workers choose to remain on welfare payments which cover their 

housing costs, rather than become economically active in providing maintenance and 

other support services 

• significant relocation difficulties and prohibitively expensive travel-to-work costs will 

also curb recruitment by many hospitality and service organisations, including the 

NHS 

 

Meanwhile, the broken housing market5 with its stock shortages, high house prices and 

rents, as well as a growing lack of relocation options, heightens pressure on public 

emergency services, as increasingly inappropriate and ill-adapted homes trigger accidents, 

isolation and depression. This saps UK public funds needed for investment to strengthen 

national security, to counter rising incidence of heatwaves and flash floods, and to satisfy 

rising demand on energy for data processing capacity. Addressing housing shortages6 must 

address failings across the housing market and not only focus on adding units within the 

smaller proportion7, of ‘social housing’ under control of councils and housing associations. 

A range of likely weaknesses include: shortage of planning officers given reduced recent 

expenditure on planning8; and growing dependence upon emergency housing with England 

recording 117,450 households in temporary accommodation, and Scotland providing 
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temporary accommodation for nearly 10,000 children and over 15,000 households9. 

Further issues will include: unhealthy10,11 long-term use of reused office blocks and 

requisitioned hotels; growing informal ‘sofa-surfing’, where people have no choice other 

than to stay temporarily with employers or friends; and increasing recidivism by ex-

offenders who were released into homelessness.12The investment required to improve the 

UK’s housing stock may be in relatively small amounts, given the grants which have helped 

to bring long-empty dwellings back into use13. An initiative in 2012 for England’s roughly 

250,000 empty homes is an example of a public investment of £100 million, which 

apparently created 9,000 new homes from empty properties, so at roughly £11,100 per 

home14. But the urgent over-arching question is: how will the UK attract private investors 

on the scale now required to make the UK’s overall housing stock fitter for the near future?  

 

 

This is urgent, particularly for those with increasing or special needs. Whatever well-

intentioned focus may be on practical architectural designs which are friendly to all, unit 

costs of building new housing in the UK vary widely from £130,000 to £600,00015, with the 

Scottish Housing Minister citing unit figures of £250,000, rising to £400,000 in more remote 

areas16. Unit costs will also rise significantly due to land prices; any work needed to clear 

and decontaminate land prior to reuse; and escalating cost of connecting to utilities. This 

latter point includes remedial work now needed to rebuild Victorian and other 

infrastructure which was not designed to last into this era of evermore frequent flash 

flooding, torrential storms and heatwaves. In fact, is there any profit now to be made on 
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building new housing units in the UK, other than on high end, executive dwellings on 

greenfield sites? Few investors or developers have seen gain over recent years other than 

in building top-of-the-market dwellings, whether investors with local interests, cynical land 

speculators, long-term holders of land banks, or wealth fund managers without UK national 

interests at heart. And how can any national conversation on housing now be steered 

fruitfully, given the many parties involved, including families and individuals who may form 

part of a stigmatised group, or who need housing, sometimes critically, after sudden loss of 

their paid livelihood or a partner? 

 

Governments and planners will now be fazed by the challenge in attracting investors, as the 

public purse cannot fund all remedial development now needed in the UK. The challenge is 

in the amount of investment now required, to secure power, water, sewerage and drainage 

systems, then to ease housing, roads, transport, schools, health services and other aspects. 

The challenge is not helped by impractical guidelines, as exampled by WHO housing 

guidelines17 which are silent on the loss of well-being and health caused by high housing 

costs, and lack of relocation options, for example when feeling isolated as surrounded by 

short-lets with their fast-changing, often disruptive tenants. Well-being and progress are 

squashed as constructive need based on lived experience has slim chance of influencing 

policies and practices, given the many distinct interests which counter success (see Figure 1 

below).   
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Figure 1 - Diagram showing Stakeholders involved in UK Housing and challenges linked to construction 
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To thrive through such tough challenges, useful actions, other than in financial inducements 

such as tax-relief, could include the following: 

• Policies to provide investors with long-awaited certainty, stability and clarity on tax, 

employment, building and other regulations and intentions.  

• National action to get redundant branches of manufacturing companies, retailing 

chains and offices into reuse. This would respond to the trends in rising online trading 

and mega out-of-town showrooms, and in working from home. National negotiation 

would not leave each local authority to sort derelict land in their own areas, and 

possibly be the sole way in which to relieve some places from the long blight of 

increasing derelict premises, as only one retailer with surplus stores18 seems yet to 

have added property development to its interests.  

• Central negotiation should ease agreements on compulsory purchase and liabilities for 

land clearance and decontamination, so that a large acreage can be reused in its 

smaller local packages, at least partly for dwellings. More powerful central negotiation 

would give added leverage in resolving situations where large concerns have used third 

parties, often overseas, to manage their property portfolios, and also where legal 

issues have been hit19. Such national success would then better enable community 

activists and planners, in local authorities and in local communities who have interest 

in somehow registering their needs and choices within some sort of local place plan20. 

 
Another effective national negotiation would be with ‘heritage bodies’ such as church 
headquarters to ease the reuse of historical properties perhaps by community trusts21, 
particularly where such assets include significant community centre space. Community 
spaces must be sustained so that people may gather, at least for peer-support groups 
and drop-in options; and when homes have to be vacated in emergency. Ensuring 
adequate community space is urgent, as many existing community centres face 
uncertain futures as fuel costs rise and café income becomes less profitable as food 
prices rise. Stemming a future blighted by increasingly derelict historical building (nearly 
400 churches in Scotland alone22) would be good progress, with bonuses where 
community trusts can incorporate dwellings in repurposed buildings.  

 
This blog is written to enable communities to thrive, by easing the way for unpaid 
carers, by stemming gloom and insecurity due to dereliction, and by countering any 
feelings of waning democracy via parish and community councils23, and of growing 
scepticism about local planning processes.  



Thriving by responding to trends and challenges, December 2024 

Author Biography and Contact Details 

Ro Pengelly, Community Peer-researcher for ISPA can be 

contacted via Professor Vikki McCall, Faculty of Social 

Sciences, University of Stirling and Principal Investigator on the 

Intersectional Stigma of Place-based Ageing (ISPA) project. 

Vikki and Ro worked on the Designing homes for Healthy 

Cognitive Ageing (DesHCA) project, which co-produced 

community engagement functions, including the Serious Game 

‘Our House’ and the ‘Power of Co-Production’ video. 

 

Intersectional Stigma of Place-Based Ageing (ISPA) Project  

The ISPA project is an ambitious 5-year participatory mixed method study that will explore 
and understand how the stigma attached to where people live can intersect with 
experiences of disability and ageing. This will provide nuanced insights into the structures 
and systems that drive exclusion and allow us to tackle the inequalities experienced by 
older disabled adults. Do visit https://www.youtube.com/@ispaproject for an audio and 
visual overview.   
 

We aim to develop interventions related to home and environmental modifications that 
encourage interventions for inclusive approaches within housing, health and social care 
delivery. This in turn supports people to age well within homes and communities across 
England, Scotland, and Wales. The project is funded by the Economic and Social Research 
Council (Ref: ES/W012677/1) and runs from September 2022 to September 2027.  
 

The Intersectional Stigma of Place-Based Ageing (ISPA) Project is a collaboration between 
the University of Stirling and the University of St Andrews, Newcastle University and 
University of Bristol. We are also partnered with the Housing Learning and Improvement 
Network (Housing LIN) and Scottish Federation of Housing Associations (SFHA). 

Contact Details 

Professor Vikki McCall, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Stirling and 

Principal Investigator on the Intersectional Stigma of Place-based Ageing 

(ISPA) project 

E-mail: vikki.mccall@stir.ac.uk  

Tel: +44 (0) 1786 467698. X: @vikki_mccall and @ISPAProject 

The support of the Inclusive Ageing call grant number: ES/W012677/1 from the Economic 

and Social Research Council (ESRC) is gratefully acknowledged. 

https://www.deshca.co.uk/
mailto:vikki.mccall@stir.ac.uk
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