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Dan Williamson
Hello and welcome to another episode of Care Matters. This episode is part of a mini series which explores the impact of the Centre for Care's research. I'm joined again today by Fay Benskin, who is the Impact Specialist at the centre for care. A part of Fay's role is to work with our researchers to plan for impacts, where she identifies, partnerships and explores collaborative opportunities to ensure research findings are widely shared to support practice and policy. Welcome back to Care Matters, Fay.
Fay Benskin
Hi. Thanks for having me.
Dan Williamson
Today we're going to hear about how careful planning and strategic oversight of our research contributes to making the most out of opportunities for impact. So maybe you can tell us what kind of planning you do as an impact specialist.
Fay Benskin
So I think that the planning that you have to do when it comes to impact is really broad, and it actually takes an awful lot of time. For me, I was I've been in posts for around two years now and the star of my, my work was really to embed my knowledge, around the research itself and have a really strong understanding of what that research actually said, from being able to read through the research and explore in full detail.
And this was also done by speaking to the researchers directly. So as I started in post, I spent a lot of time just with one to ones with the researchers, talking to them about their work and exploring with them what they felt could happen with it, and how it could be useful to others. But by having a really good understanding of the research, you can then start to map and understand where those sort of national policy initiatives might be available, and also where the local authority obligations fit into some of this research, as well as you know, our research is based on care.
But there's a it's a very broad topic care. So there's not just 1 or 2 policy initiatives that we're going to be working with. So for me, one of the most important things, after understanding the research in a lot of detail, was to really look at those policy drivers so that, that meant an awful lot of googling and trying to understand some of those things that were happening in the in the political landscape at the moment, but then also speaking to others that were working in the sector.
So that could include, people from Skye, Carers Trust, carers UK and many, many more. But understanding some of the work in the policy areas that they're working in at the moment. And then I think what's really important is, is essentially a mapping exercise. So once I had a really good understanding of the research itself and the policy drivers, I basically sat and wrote on an enormous flip chart.
All the different people that would be interested in different parts of the research. So I kind of split it up into care workforce, into, unpaid carers and a few other topics, and then was able to map out who is actually going to be interested in this research, how might they utilise the research to support the work that they're doing?
So initially trying to understand what's the benefit for them of working with me or even hearing about this research, how will it support them with what they're doing? So I find that that is a really important part of the work. And once I've started to do the mapping part of things, you can identify those, those stakeholders and start to connect with them, whether it's on LinkedIn or via email or by knowing others in the sector, they are likely to know others and they're, you know, going to introduce people to you as a result of your work being useful to them.
So I think building on those relationships is them really, really important, and enabling those relationships to flourish. What we find is that once we've made those connections, it leads to those further introductions. And by enhancing those relationships with stakeholders who are interested. It's really vital to enable us to share the research as far and wide as possible.
Dan Williamson
Thanks, Fay. And is it only impact specialists that can do this? I’m wondering if these skills are something that researchers can learn?
Fay Benskin
Yeah, absolutely. I think that it's a wonderful thing having a dedicated impact staff that can do this work. What we know is that it takes a lot of time and resources. Some of the activities that I've mentioned throughout this is, is they take time, you know, this this sort of mapping work and building those relationships. It does take time, but it's really important that researchers do that as well.
And I think the centre for carers is really good at doing that. The researchers themselves, they do build those relationships and have really strong connections with people working in policy and in practice. But it does take an awful lot of time. I think that it is really important. So when research is being planned that they are linking with these, these stakeholders from a really early stage.
So that impact is essentially woven into the work that they're doing and doesn't just come along at the end. And those relationships being built throughout the research being conducted, it really enables the reach of knowledge exchange and impact when the work is done and throughout. So it's sort of a collaborative relationship as opposed to sort of a, I've done this research and here it is.
It can be, shaped by working with these of stakeholders that really know, they know their work, they know their craft, and, and they are expert in being able to share their, their experiences as practitioners.
Dan Williamson
And thinking about the time that researchers may or may not have available. How could that impede chances of successful impact and how important is it to have dedicated impact staff?
Fay Benskin
Yeah, I mean, like I said, having dedicated impact staff is it's is a possibly a novelty, an a great thing, though I do feel that the, the work that we do as a, as an impact team is, it takes a lot of resource and a lot of time. So having the time to liaise back and forth and really get to know some of the stakeholders what their priorities are, and how can research be most useful to them.
So having those touchpoint meetings, those regular catch ups, being able to network with a broad range of different people, stakeholders, organisations and those of policy actors that are working in this space. It essentially is a full time job, and that's kind of mine. So how I think that that is really important. And then it's important as well to build that reputation for the centre and, and for the research itself.
And that doesn't really happen overnight. It's about being, you know, very responsive, very available to, to have those conversations and to share the work in, in lots of different spaces. So creating spaces for the sharing of this research is something that's, that's really important. So kind of having a strategic approach and looking at, you know, where are those opportunities that could include doing some fun events in Carers Week and bringing our enormous board game, or hosting an event at the House of Commons, or creating different outputs that are useful for people.
But it isn't just about sharing a paper and sharing the research, it has to be seen in a much more strategic way than that. Being able to identify those opportunities and facilitate more of them, I think is, is something that's really important. And as I've probably said, you know, being ready and responsive when requests come along, but also being in tune with the priorities, priorities of the stakeholders.
It feels like that is vital to enable us to be working together in partnership. And luckily, you know, for me, in my role and with the team I work in, I have the capacity to say yes to a lot of different opportunities and to foster things, things happening. Researchers don't always have the time. A lot of us in the Impact team, you know, we cover different areas of the country going here, and they're trying to, make the most of all these different opportunities that are available for sort of knowledge exchange and impact.
And at the same time, I think it's really important to have a really strong comms strategy. This helps us to facilitate the sharing of the work in numerous channels of communication and that, you know, includes various formats, including maybe a one hour seminar or the data dashboards or different visuals. But having a full comms strategy enables us to share things in a, a really broad sense, far and wide.
And they are, they are opportunities that we can't we can't access by just networking. That's not the case. So this, comms strategy is, is vitally important in the work that we do.
Dan Williamson
Thanks, Fay. Now, let's look at a great example of an impactful research output from the centre for care: the Unpaid Care Dashboard. Can you tell us how the launch of the tool was planned and what became of it?
Fay Benskin
Yeah. Of course. So, the unpaid care dashboard is something that we're incredibly proud of at the centre for care. The data dashboard is, essentially, created by Dr Maria Petrillo and a team that worked with her in relation to the valuing Carers research that was completed. Now, the, the research enabled some insights on local authority level to understand carers and the amount of carers in a local authority, what their economic value was and many other, factors that were related to census data.
And Maria thought it would be incredible to enable this data to be available through a dashboard. And so she created it fantastically. But a data dashboard of this nature is, is actually interesting to so many different people, organisations, stakeholders, policymakers. And we were lucky enough to launch, the dashboard in Carers Week, which felt like the most appropriate time.
And in the build up to the launch of the dashboard, we had mentioned it was it was coming. And so people were already aware that we were about to launch. So there had been a lot of drip feeding of this is it is happening, it is in the making, and we're going to launch it. And then we were able to launch over Carers Week, and we facilitated around four online webinars, which include an introduction to the research that underpinned the data dashboard.
But then also, a demonstration really thoroughly of how people could use the dashboard. So a step by step guide, how it can be used, what that looks like and what data can be drawn from it. Now, this was done really heavily through our comms strategy. So we managed to share through lots of social media channels, with signups to the webinars being readily available.
And we were also really heavily supported with the sharing of the webinars, by our partner organisations as well. So carers UK were able to host one of the webinars and Carers Trust also, they hosted one which gave us an awful lot of reach, and opportunity for people that we weren't already connected with to know that this was being developed and available for use, publicly available.
We also worked really closely with an MP called Alison Bennett. She was really excited to hear that the dashboard was, due to be launched. So she, submitted an early day motion to publicise the work in the campaign for better support from paid carers. And so the webinars were hosted throughout Carers Week and a little bit beyond as well.
So then we were asked by other organisations to go and share our, our data dashboard in, in a lot of different, environments. So that included, people working in in public health, in the NHS and many, many more. At the same time, we launched a media campaign. We collaborated with the press team at the university and with the centre for Care Comms team to ensure that this dashboard was not being launched quietly.
The researchers were interviewed by, different people within the media, including BBC news. But this gave us many, many more opportunities for the data dashboard to be shared with the wider public, but to enable the underpinning research to be shared much, much wider. So we launched, like I said, Carers Week and then we had an awful lot of follow up meetings with people that attended.
So we gathered loads of feedback from people attending these webinars, and they were able to share with us how they'd use the dashboard already, what they could foresee being the main use for their dashboard data. And this gave us some really good insights into the benefits of this knowledge exchange tool, but also giving us some food for thought around what the impact could really be in the future.
So there were a number of people that were really interested to continue talking to us. So we had a follow up conversations, and this included, local authorities and different providers of carer services in, in local areas and basically that was something that was really helpful because it enabled us to have relationships with people that we would never, we'd never had before.
So that gave us a breadth of different local authorities to start to understand how this, this, research could be useful to them, but also be partners with them on those next steps and to see it along that journey, not just the passing of the information in the data dashboard to them, but being partners in that along the way.
So now, thanks to the impact dashboard and the launch of it and being very sort of, I suppose, finger on the pulse of all the people that came and and staying in contact with them, it's allowed us to track the impact of this unpaid care dashboard. So we know that carer organisations have used in their funding applications to, support the tailoring of different services for different groups in their local authorities.
But also looking at a local authority service specification and how that might look to enable different groups to be to be better cared for and supported, in different communities. So we know that this, unpaid care dashboard is having an impact and will continue to do so. And part of our, endeavour with the dashboard is to ensure that we continue to share it.
So yes, we launched in Carers Week, but it's not over. We continue to ensure that people know this is readily available. And, along with many of our other outputs and tools that we've created.
Dan Williamson
Well, it really is a great output, to be shared at any sort of given opportunity if we think about the policy windows. So thanks for telling us all about that. So we're coming to the end of the episode now. I wondered if you could help our audiences out by summarising your learning over the last couple of years in your role?
Fay Benskin
Sure. Yeah. I suppose the there's a lot of learning, so much learning. When I came into this role, I actually hadn't done impact before. In its, in the way that I do it now, for sure. So the learning has been huge. And I think one of the main things is to try to be strategic and to plan and map out where your opportunities are.
Sometimes we can be a little, kneejerk in, in thinking, yes, I'll go and do this and I'll go and do that. And that sounds fun, but actually what we really need to do is, is get a huge piece of flip chart out and write down all of the different ways that I work could have an impact.
And which ones are most likely and most warm to the work that we're doing, but also which ones are, most important to do as well? We have to be careful with our resources and ensure that we are not spreading ourselves too thin and too far. So sometimes prioritising based on your strategy is the way to ensure that you make the most of the resources that you've got.
So yeah, planning and mapping things out is really important. And then being able to know your audience, understand what their priorities are, what are their drivers, what do they care about. And that can only be done by really getting to know people that work in the sector, networking with them as strongly and effectively as possible. And by doing that, you need to put yourself into the situations that they're going to be in.
So going to those kind of events, whether it's a local authority events or, or policy based events, whatever they might be, but making sure that you're in those spaces and, and speaking to people, and that enables you to raise the profile of the work that you're doing and to to share it. And I think one thing that I've also learned is try and say yes to different opportunities.
There's been quite a few scenarios where people have asked us to do things, different stakeholders and organisations, and it's been hard and it's been quite tight timeframes. Although impossible at moments, but actually saying yes and being the people that are helpful, it really brokers a better relationship with the people you're working with. So put yourself out and say yes.
And that really does make opportunities happen for you. And that's probably what I'd like to share with you guys.
Dan Williamson
Thank you very much, Fay. I found that really interesting and I'm sure our audiences have as well. If you'd like to know more about the Centre for Care's work on impact and policy, you can find that on our website. So please go and check that out. Sign up to our newsletter to keep up to date with all of our upcoming activities and outputs. So, nothing left to do but say thank you very much for your time.
Fay Benskin
Thank you.
