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News

HEALTH EFFECTS  
OF UNPAID CARE 

Health data from Understanding 
Society has been used to explore the 
relationship between informal caregiving 
and people’s blood pressure and 
cholesterol levels. Informal caregiving 
is the unpaid help a family member or 
friend may provide for an individual 
living with a chronic or disabling 
condition. The research team, led by 
Rebecca Lacey, of University College 
London, found that men who were 
informal caregivers recorded higher 
levels of cholesterol than men who were 
non-caregivers. 

TRACKING CHANGES IN 
HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Understanding Society is being used by 
the Department for Work and Pensions 
to look at how many people are 
trapped in low income households. The 
information gives the Government an 
understanding of who is living in poverty 
by family type e.g. lone parent.

The organisation where Understanding 
Society is based has received the 
prestigious Queen’s Anniversary Prize 
for Higher and Further Education for 
“authoritative social and economic research 
to inform the policies of governments for 
the improvement of people’s lives”. 

The Institute for Social and Economic 
Research (ISER), which is based at the 
University of Essex, received the prize at a 
reception at St James’s Palace in London.

The Prize is the highest form of 
national recognition for the work of 
a UK university and was officially 
bestowed on the University 
by Their Royal Highnesses 
The Prince of Wales and The 
Duchess of Cornwall.

The Vice-Chancellor for the University of 
Essex, Professor Anthony Forster said: 
“Winning our second Queen’s Anniversary 
Prize is a huge honour for the whole of 
the University of Essex. This highlights the 
world-renowned social science research 
taking place here.”

“This prize recognises how ISER 
researchers are delivering influential 

and authoritative research which 
has an impact at a regional, 

national and international level. 
They push the boundaries, stretch 
across disciplines and innovate to 

increase the accuracy and relevance 
of their research.”
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Working from 
home means 
housework is 
shared more 
evenly
With more workers having the option to 
work from home, a new study has found 
both men and women who are remote 
workers spend more time on housework. 

This means that the household chores such 
as cooking, cleaning, ironing and childcare 
are shared more evenly between couples. 

The study conducted by the Nazilli Faculty 
of Economics and Administrative Sciences 
examined the relationship between remote 
working, gender roles and the happiness 
of couples using data from the British 
Household Panel Survey (BHPS) and the 
Understanding Society Survey during the 
period 1991-2012. 

THEY FOUND THAT: 
l	Both men and women are happier 
when household chores are shared. 

A new report which was developed using 
data from Understanding Society has 
found that participating in creative and 
cultural activities helps maintain our 
wellbeing as we get older.  

The publication from Age UK builds on the 
charity’s Index of Wellbeing in Later Life, 
which found that taking part in creative 
activities such as art, music or theatre 
visits is closely linked to a strong sense of 
wellbeing in later life. 

WHAT DID THE REPORT FIND?
l	 Taking part in activities including 
dancing, playing a musical instrument, 
visiting museums, photography, singing 
and painting are unsurprisingly more 

prevalent among older people who are in 
good health, have access to transport, and 
friends to do things with.

l	Factors such as heavy caring 
responsibilities, living in a rural area and 
being unwell make it harder to get out and 
about and try new things or to keep up 
activities that have previously been much 
enjoyed.

To make it easier for older people to 
access arts activities Age UK is calling for 
organisations to provide a wider variety 
of accessible creative activities for older 
people to get involved in. This could include 
seated dance classes or art sessions in 
sheltered housing and care homes. Having 
limited access to transport is one of the 
main barriers preventing older people 
from taking part in creative and cultural 
activities. 

Age UK is therefore recommending 
that local transport authorities, arts 
organisations and community bodies work 
together to make it easier for people to get 
to events and activities, and consider how 
they can reach out to more older people 
who may otherwise be left out, such as 
those who are resident in care homes.

Caroline Abrahams, Charity Director at Age 
UK, comments, 

“Our Index reveals a huge gap 
between the most and least favored 

older people in our society and shows 
that we have to do more to help 
those with the lowest wellbeing.”
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and welcome to the first edition 
of the Understanding Society 
participant newsletter. We will 
be sending you this publication 
twice a year, so you can read 
more about how your interview 
is making a difference. 

Thousands of university 
researchers, charities and 
government policy makers 
use Understanding Society 
every year and we hope this 
newsletter will give you a taster 
of some of the areas that 
they’re working in. 

IT’S  
OFFICIAL 

TEACHERS WORK THE  
LONGEST HOURS

A new study of public sector workers by the 
National Federation for Educational Research used 
Understanding Society to compare working hours. 

They found that teachers clock over 50 
working hours per week, closely followed 

by police officers at 44 hours a  
week and nurses at 39 hours. 

l	Women remote workers may be more 
content because they can better deal with 
family demands and share the household 
chores with their spouse, which leads to 
an increase in their wellbeing and general 
happiness. 

l	Women who are disabled or who are 
unwell are more likely to get support with 
household chores if their partner works from 
home. This shows that remote working can 
be a useful tool and alternative policy for 
supporting ill and disabled family members.

Professor Eleftherios Giovanis, author of 
the report said, 

“Home working can be a solution 
to problems related to work and 
family balance. Since one of the 
main aims of the policy makers 

is the improvement of wellbeing, 
which is the ultimate goal of 

people, remote working may be 
another option. It can lead to  

work-family life balance and higher 
levels of happiness.” 

Body dissatisfaction is a key concern for 
young people and their parents. Negative 
body image contributes to poor mental 
wellbeing, eating disorders, and low 
aspirations, and has the potential to affect 
anyone. 

The growth of social and digital media 
has placed additional pressures on young 
people to conform to a particular body type 
or image.

To help tackle these issues the Youth 
Select Committee used responses from 
Understanding Society to create the 
report: ‘A Body Confident Future’. 

Evidence for the report was gathered from 
a range of people, including high-profile 
bloggers, social media companies, charities, 
teachers and mental health professionals. 
Just like UK Parliament Select Committees, 
the Youth Select Committee heard evidence 
inside a Committee Room in Parliament, 
and sent its findings to the Government for 
an official response.

The Government has responded to this 
report by carrying out an audit on the 
current support available to young people, 
and doing more to tackle online bullying 
and the negative effects of social media. 

The NHS Youth Forum’s work in producing 
a poster on body image for GP waiting 
rooms also aligns with the Committee’s 
recommendations in this area.

BODY

Over 40,000 households have 

contributed to Understanding 

Society making it the largest 

survey of its kind in the UK and 

one of the largest in the world.  
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https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/cf_dev/AbsByAuth.cfm?per_id=519992


From the urban streets of Manchester 
to the coastal paths of Cornwall, our 
Understanding Society interviewers trek far 
and wide to ensure your opinions are heard.
 
MEET DIANA PRINCE 
Diana has been an interviewer for nearly 
five years and is based in the scenic Devon 
and Cornwall area. Here she comments 
on why she enjoys the job. “I work a lot in 
Plymouth and it is a lovely job speaking to 
people. Sometimes it can be a challenge in 
the summer when the roads are really busy 
but generally it’s absolutely great working 
in the rural areas. People are often very 
impressed that you found them when they 
are in farms or in the Bodmin Moor! We 
often get to go to new places and it’s nice 
to have that experience.”

Because Understanding Society is a 
longitudinal survey, Diana believes that the 
study becomes part of participants’ lives 
and she likes to see familiar faces every 
year. “I return to families year-on-year and 
you can tell that they are really interested 
and thoroughly enjoy taking part; they 
understand that the study is making a 
difference. Often people have had a lot of 
change in their lives and it’s lovely to sit 

down and have a chat with them. You can 
even see big life changes like pregnancy,” 
she said. 

MEET DENISE RICHARDSON 
After working in social science for over 20 
years, Denise has developed a real passion 
for the subject. Alongside interviewing 
our participants, Denise also works as an 
examiner for masters degrees and as a 
proofreader for PhDs. 

By working as a social scientist; Denise has 
a very strong commitment to the field and 
believes in the power of academic research. 
Here she comments on why quality data, 
such as Understanding Society, is so 
important to her line of work. “If you 
don’t have quality data, the results are 
not that good. And, when you are working 
in anthology, you need that continuous 
contact in the field.” 

Based in the busy patch of Greater 
Manchester, Denise believes that getting to 
her participants is very easy. “We have a 
very good motorway system so I can access 
many areas and I can always reach many 
different types of socioeconomic groups.” 
With transport links being so accessible, 

Denise believes that her job always offers 
diversity and she sometimes has the mix of 
both urban and rural settings. 

Another highlight of the job for Denise
is encouraging people to do the interview. 
“Once they understand how the survey 
works, they find it really empowering.”

 “I always believe in complementing 
people and I think it’s important to 

reassure our participants throughout 
the whole interview process.”

Whether you have moved house  
or simply have a question about  
the study, we always like to hear  
from you.

T 0800 252 853 
E contact@understandingsociety.ac.uk

 @usociety
 Understanding Society –  
UK Household  Longitudinal Study

Understanding Society 
Institute for Social and Economic Research 
University of Essex 
Wivenhoe Park 
FREEPOST RRXX-KEKJ-JGKS 
Colchester, Essex 
CO4 3SQ

Keep in

THE INTERVIEWER 
GETS INTERVIEWED!

www.understandingsociety.ac.uk

OUR INTERVIEWERS TRAVEL TO 
SIX HOUSES A DAY, ON AVERAGE. 
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