
1 

 

Australian Social Work Research on Ageing and Aged Care: A Scoping Review 

 

Mark Hughes, Christine Bigby & Clare Tilbury1  

 

 

Abstract 

 

Summary: Little is known about the quantity, nature and range of Australian social work 

research on ageing and aged care. This scoping review involved a comprehensive search of 

seven online bibliographic databases. The review identified 108 peer-reviewed journal articles, 

published between January 2007 and June 2014, that reported Australian social work research 

on ageing and aged care.  

Findings: The average number of authors per paper was 2.10 with most social work researchers 

co-authoring papers with non-social workers. The main topics of research focus were health and 

rehabilitation, elder abuse, asset management, community services and caregiving, housing and 

residential aged care, and ageing with an intellectual disability. The findings highlight the 

contribution social work researchers make to multidisciplinary gerontological research, and to 

understanding the lived experiences of older people and the provision of services. However, 

they also point to the relative paucity of research focusing on direct social work practice with 

older people, and the little evidence of the participation of older people and carers in the design 

and delivery of research. 

Applications: The findings indicate the need for capacity-building strategies, such as 

developing networks of Australian social work researchers on ageing and aged care, to improve 

research outputs in this area.  

 
Australian social workers are employed in a diverse range of organisations that provide services 

to older people. For example, social workers have long been employed in aged care assessment 

teams, which assess older people’s living circumstances and determine eligibility to receive 

government-subsidised aged care services such as home-based support and residential care. 

Many social workers are employed in non-age specific settings that provide services to older 

people, including community and mental health services, disability services, housing services, 

private practice, and Centrelink (Australia’s benefit agency).  Social workers are also employed 

in policy, research and advocacy roles related to ageing and associated issues both within and 

outside of government. Although relatively few social workers are employed in residential aged 

care, unlike in the United States (Simons, Shepherd, & Munn, 2008), the many social workers in 

hospitals play a key role in facilitating older people’s access to acute, transitional and long-term 

care.  

The significance of social work practice with older people is underlined by the impacts 

of population ageing and the challenges of a changing health and human services sector. In 

Australia, the population aged 65 years and over is expected to increase from 14% of the total 

population in 2012 up to 19.4% in 2030, and then up to 24.5% by 2060 (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics [ABS], 2013). This will result in greater rates of age-related chronic conditions such as 

dementia, diabetes and cardio-vascular disease. A major policy concern is the older age 

dependency ratio (the proportion of people aged 65 years and over compared to the working 

population of those aged 15 to 64), which is set to increase from 20% in 2007 to 42% in 2056 

(ABS, 2009). Therefore, while there are benefits arising from population ageing, such as 

increased social and intellectual capital (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 

2013), there are questions about the nation’s capacity to generate the resources required to 
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sustain an increasingly older population. This demographic imperative has resulted in national 

reforms designed to reduce the burden of disease towards the end of life, increase the economic 

productivity of the older population, and reduce health (particularly pharmaceutical) and social 

expenditure (Hughes & Heycox, 2010). Australia is also part-way through the implementation of 

an aged care reform programme that will see the roll out of consumer directed care in the 

delivery of community aged care (AIHW, 2013), with the possibility that this approach will be 

extended to residential aged care (McStay, 2015).  

These changes will require a skilled social work workforce: able to work with the 

complexities of older people’s lives and relationships, and mobilise resources to enhance 

wellbeing in the context of constrained public expenditure (Hughes & Heycox, 2010). However, 

as in other countries, there remain questions about the interest and capacity of social workers to 

engage effectively with older people. This is most noticeable in research on student interest in 

ageing. For example, in a study of 1042 social work students in the United States, England and 

Australia, just 5.4% indicated an interest in gerontology (Chonody & Wang, 2014). In an earlier 

Australian study, the average score on a 10-point interest in working with older people scale was 

just 5.13 (with 10 representing the greatest interest), and the average score on a 12-item ageing 

knowledge instrument was 8.5 (71%) (Hughes & Heycox, 2006). While limited interest and 

knowledge may reflect ageist attitudes, they also suggest a lack of imagination about the diverse 

areas and methods of practice relevant to social work with older people. These can range from 

psychosocial interventions in the provision of palliative care in residential facilities (Robertson, 

2008) to facilitation of age-friendly communities in urban areas (Ozanne, Biggs, & Kurowski, 

2014). McCormack (2008) and Duffy and Healy (2011) have pointed to the complexity and 

dynamic nature of social work with older people in the hospital setting, detailing the role of 

multidisciplinary teamwork, comprehensive biopsychosocial assessments, family conferences, 

counselling interventions, and advocacy as all part of everyday practice.  

The challenges, complexity, and richness of social work practice with older people 

suggest a fertile ground for social work research on ageing and aged care. Yet questions have 

been raised internationally about whether this potential is being realised. In the United States, 

there are concerns that the number of active gerontological social work researchers is 

disproportionately small compared to the number of social workers employed in the aged care 

sector (Simons et al., 2008, Mehrotra, Townsend, & Berkman, 2014). This has led to strategies 

such as training programmes to build postgraduate research expertise in social work gerontology 

(Mehrotra et al., 2014), alignment of social work research capacity with national health research 

agendas (Raveis, Gardner, Berkman, & Harootyan, 2010), and facilitation of university–

community partnerships to ensure that social work research is relevant and meaningful to older 

clients and practitioners (Chapin, Sellon, & Wendel-Hummell, 2015). In the UK, concerns have 

been raised about the coverage of gerontological research in social work journals, and calls have 

been made for more research on the effectiveness of social work interventions with older people 

(Richards et al., 2014). Although Carey (2016, p. 352) challenged the promotion of 

‘gerontological social work into fulfilling science-led and health care oriented objectives and 

interventions’. While we employ the term ‘gerontological social work’ in this paper due to its 

ubiquity (particularly in the United States), we recognise that this is a socially constructed 

concept that may reflect dominant discourses, such as the biomedicalisation of ageing.  

There are also questions about the degree to which older people and carers are actively 

engaged in the research enterprise, aside from solely being research participants (D’Cruz & 

Gillingham, 2016). According to Fisher (2002) the pursuit of an equitable society relies on 

research participants being involved in activities such as problem formulation, research design 

and project implementation. Such involvement is far from straightforward, with diverse 

ideological influences – ranging from neoliberal market-oriented values to humanistic 

democratic principles (Carey, 2010) – influencing the nature and scale of the involvement. 

Nevertheless Carey argues that these influences coalesce in political realities, and what is 
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needed is counter-hegemonic strategies such as attention to the long-term impact of research on 

participants, promotion of knowledge production by service users and challenging the impact of 

managerial, organisational and professional agendas in research. 

In Australia there is an even greater gap in understanding about social work research on 

ageing and aged care. It is unclear how much research is being conducted in this area, as well as 

its nature and range. While there is scope for the transfer of knowledge from other countries to 

the Australian context, there is also a need for world-class Australian research in order to 

address local issues, and to increase the effectiveness and productivity of the Australian health 

and human services industries. A better understanding is also required of the extent to which 

older people and carers are involved in research processes beyond the typical research 

participant role. Thus, the purpose of the study reported on in this paper was to investigate the 

quantity, nature, and range of Australian social work research on ageing and aged care. The 

method employed to facilitate this investigation was a scoping review of the literature.  

 

Method 

 

A scoping review provides a broad map of a research literature, and while often a pre-cursor to a 

systematic review it can also be a research outcome in itself (Armstrong, Hall, Doyle, & Waters, 

2011). Whereas a systematic review focuses on a very specific research question, in a scoping 

review the question is typically quite broad and aimed at identifying the parameters of and gaps 

in the literature (Armstrong et al., 2011). It can accommodate a heterogeneous literature as well 

as diverse methodologies (Pham et al., 2014). In contrast to a systematic review, a scoping 

review does not usually involve an assessment of the quality of the methodologies employed in 

specific studies, nor does it involve a meta-analysis of research findings (Pham et al., 2014). 

Despite these differences, many of the techniques employed in a systematic review can also be 

deployed in a scoping review, including a rigorous and transparent approach to searching for, 

selecting and analysing the literature as it relates to the research question (Pham et al., 2014). As 

Pham et al. (2014) argued, it is important to stress that scoping reviews are not less rigorous than 

systematic reviews; rather they have a different purpose and focus on different research 

questions.  

Scoping reviews are a relatively new approach and as yet there is no clearly delineated 

methodology, although use of Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) approach is widely advocated 

(Pham et al., 2014). This involves: specifying the research question; identifying relevant studies; 

selecting the studies; charting or mapping the data according to certain criteria; and collating, 

summarising and reporting the results (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005, p. 22). The PRISMA method 

of conducting systematic reviews (Moher, Liberati, Tetzlaff, Altman, & The PRISMA Group, 

2009) can also be drawn upon to inform some aspects of the design and reporting of scoping 

reviews, particularly the use of a flow diagram to illustrate the process of study selection (Pham 

et al., 2014). Both of these approaches informed the way our scoping review was carried out, 

although the unit of analysis in this review was journal articles reporting on research, rather than 

the research studies themselves. (Thus, the review may have included multiple publications 

reporting on the same piece of research.)  

 

Research question 

 

What is the quantity, nature, and range of recent social work research on ageing and aged care 

conducted in Australia?  

 

Inclusion and exclusion 
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A series of inclusion and exclusion criteria was used to ensure that the publications selected 

related to the research question. The focus of this study was on journal articles published in 

English-language, peer-reviewed journals. The articles had to be available online, to be 

identifiable through an electronic database, and to have been published between January 2007 

and June 2014. The beginning year of 2007 was selected as this accorded with the election of a 

new national government (the Rudd Labor Government), which had announced a new 

framework for assessing the quantity and quality of Australian research. The end date was at the 

time when the search commenced. Books, book chapters, published reports, editorials, letters to 

the editor, commentaries, news or magazine articles, and grey literature (e.g., unpublished 

reports) were excluded.  

To be included, the articles needed to report empirical research, which was defined as the 

systematic use of a research methodology to investigate a topic and generate knowledge in the 

form of research findings or results. This excluded theoretical articles, policy discussion papers, 

and reflective pieces. It also excluded essays and literature reviews, except where the review 

employed a specific methodology in a systematic way. Thus systematic reviews, scoping 

reviews, critical interpretive reviews and some narrative reviews could be included. 

The scoping review was restricted to Australian research on ageing and aged care. This 

was operationalised as the article having been written by at least one Australian author (i.e., 

whose byline indicated that they resided in or were employed in Australia) or by non-Australian 

authors whose research reported Australian content. This included comparative studies where 

Australian content comprised only one part of the findings reported. The focus on ageing and 

aged care was defined as research that related to the process of growing old, the experiences of 

those typically categorised as older, and the delivery of services or other resources (e.g., 

informal care) to older people. As outlined in more detail below, a series of key terms relating to 

ageing and aged care was used to restrict the sample of publications generated.  

The other inclusion criterion was that the articles needed to report social work research. 

There are different ways in which social work research can be defined and operationalised. In 

the Australian context, the Excellence in Research for Australia exercise utilises a specific social 

work field of research code, however, research conducted by social workers is also counted in 

other codes, such as policy and administration. Social work research can also be defined as any 

research that meets the purpose of social work, such as research that informs decisions 

impacting on service users and carers, and informs policy and how services are delivered (Orme, 

2006). If the latter approach was followed then it is conceivable that people who are not 

qualified social workers may produce social work research. Alternatively, social work research 

can be defined as the research carried out by social workers, that is, people with social work 

qualifications. With the latter, it is possible that research not directly relating to social work 

would be included in this definition (e.g., if social workers were involved in a project evaluating 

medical training). Despite this possible limitation, for the purposes of this study, we defined 

social work research as the research carried out by qualified social workers. This was 

determined by identifying that at least one of the authors had a social work qualification. Where 

this could not be determined by the author’s byline, information was sought from their 

employer’s website. 

 

Search strategy 

 

Two search strategies were employed for this scoping review, both of which relied on searching 

electronic databases (see Figure 1). In the first strategy, the following seven databases were 

searched by key terms related to the topic: Cinahl, Scopus, Current Contents, PsychInfo, Social 

Service Abstracts, Medline and Sociological Abstracts. Combinations of the following terms 

with Boolean phrases were employed: Austral*, social work, human services, social care, 

community services, elder*, ageing, aging, senior, older, geront*, aged care, old age, old, aged, 
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age, dementia, residential care, community care, elder abuse. This strategy produced 17,494 

publications. In order to generate a more targeted list, all items were imported into Endnote and 

searched according to the term “social work” in any field. Following removal of duplicate 

papers, a total of 2787 publications were available for assessment.  

 

 
Figure 1. Flow chart of searching and assessment process 

 

A preliminary check of this set of publications revealed that while all social work 

academics employed in Australian Schools of Social Work (or their equivalent) who had 

published on ageing and aged care had been included, there were some social work qualified 

researchers employed by research centres or institutes who were not captured by the search. 

Thus, a second search strategy was employed. This involved accessing online staff lists of 27 

Australian research institutes or centres that focus on ageing, welfare or health, and identifying 

social work researchers with publications relating to ageing or aged care. Seven people were 

identified in this way. The names of these researchers were searched for in the same seven 

databases reported above, resulting in the identification of 78 additional publications that were 

suitable for assessment.  

 

Assessment 
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Both sets of publications were then combined (2787 + 78) and, after duplicates were removed, 

publications were assessed based on the title, author details and abstract of the paper. 

Assessment involved ensuring that the paper had at least one social work qualified author, that at 

least one author was based in Australia or that the paper reported on Australian research, that the 

paper met the definition of research, and that the research related to ageing or aged care. The 

result was a set of 143 publications that either met the above criteria or it was not possible to 

discern, based on the information, that they met the criteria. These latter publications were then 

subjected to a manual assessment of the full article and either included or excluded on the basis 

of the key criteria. The final sample of publications totaled 108.  

 

Analysis 

 

The approach outlined by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) involves analysing the literature 

according to certain criteria related to the research question. For the purposes of this study, the 

following criteria related to the quantity, nature and range of social work research on ageing and 

aged care were examined: number of authors (including number of social work authors); number 

of publications per author; year of publication; journals most frequently published in; main topic 

of research focus; methods employed; unit of analysis; involvement of older people and carers; 

main funding source. The data were analysed through basic univariate techniques of frequency, 

percentage, and mean calculations. 

 

Findings 

 

A total of 227 people were identified as authors of the 108 selected papers: an average of 2.10 

authors per paper. Of these 227, 67 (29.5%) were qualified social workers. Thus, while the 

inclusion criteria meant that there was at least one social work author per paper, the vast 

majority of papers also had non-social work qualified people as co-authors. Indeed there were 

only 11 papers (10.2%) that were sole authored by social workers. The majority of social work 

authors (65.7%) published only one paper related to ageing and aged care in Australia between 

January 2007 and June 2014 (Table 1). In terms of number of publications, there were two 

outliers: one person (Dow) authored 25 publications and another (Haralambous) authored 16 

publications that met the inclusion criteria. Both these authors are employed by the National 

Ageing Research Institute. The other most prolific Australian social work authors on ageing and 

aged care were: Tilse from the University of Queensland (9 publications); Bigby from La Trobe 

University (8 publications); Biggs from the Brotherhood of St Laurence and the University of 

Melbourne (8 publications); Wilson from the University of Queensland (7 publications); 

Chonody from the University of South Australia (5 publications); Rosenman from the 

University of Queensland and Victoria University (5 publications); and Hughes from Southern 

Cross University (5 publications). 

 

Table 1. Number of publications by author 

Number of publications All authors Social work authors 

 Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

1 publication by author 151 66.5 44 65.7 

2 publications by author 35 15.4 10 14.9 

3 to 5 publications by author 31 13.4 7 10.5 

6 or more by author  10# 4.4   6~ 8.9 

TOTAL 227 100.0 67 100.0 

# includes 25 papers = 1; 17 papers = 1; 16 papers = 2 

~ includes 25 papers = 1; 16 papers = 1 
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The average number of publications per year that met the inclusion criteria was 14.4 

(taking into account the six months of 2014), ranging from seven in 2010 to 25 in 2013 (Table 

2). Given that there were 15 publications in the first six months in 2014 it is likely that the total 

number of publications in that year would have exceeded 25. While the number of social work 

research publications on ageing and aged care has been relatively stable across the seven years, 

the results from 2013 and 2014 may indicate the start of an upward trend.  

 

Table 2. Year of publication (2007- June, 2014) 

Year of publication Frequency Percentage 

2007 14 13.0 

2008 13 12.0 

2009 11 10.2 

2010 7 6.5 

2011 12 11.1 

2012 11 10.2 

2013 25 23.1 

2014 (to June) 15 13.9 

TOTAL 108 100 

 

Australian social work research publications on ageing and aged care were published 

across 53 journals, although nearly half of all publications (48.1%; 52/108) were in only seven 

journals (Table 3). The greatest proportion of papers was published in the Australasian Journal 

on Ageing (13.0%; 14/108), while the next most common publication outlets were Australian 

Social Work (9.3%; 10/108) and Ageing and Society (8.3%; 9/108). Of the 53 journals authors 

published in, the majority (56.6%; 30/53) were health journals, followed by social work journals 

(15.1%; 8/53), generic ageing journals (9.4%; 5/53) and disability journals (9.4%; 5/53). 

Interestingly, of the 53 journals, 17 (32.1%) were specifically in other discipline areas, such as 

nursing, medicine, psychiatry, and occupational therapy. Of the 53 journals, only six (11.3%) 

were Australian, although of the 108 articles, 32 (29.6%) were published in these six journals.  

 

Table 3. Top journals 

Journal Frequency Percentage 

Australasian Journal on Ageing* 14 13.0 

Australian Social Work* 10 9.3 

Ageing and Society 9 8.3 

International Psychogeriatrics 5 4.6 

Australian Health Review* 5 4.6 

Journal of Intellectual and Developmental Disability 5 4.6 

Social Work in Health Care 4 3.7 

TOTAL 52/108 48.1 

* Australian journals 

 

A focus on health was also reflected in the main research topic of the articles that met the 

inclusion criteria, with 24.1% of the 108 articles addressing health or rehabilitation issues (Table 

4). Many of the articles published by the social work researchers (Dow and Haralambous) from 

the National Ageing Research Institute had such a focus. Some of the issues addressed in these 

publications included healthy ageing, mobility and falls prevention, dementia, and rehabilitation 

in rural areas. The next main topic of research was elder abuse, including financial abuse and 

related asset management issues (15.7%; 17/108). A number of these papers was generated by 

the Assets and Ageing Research Program at the University of Queensland, which included 

authors: Tilse, Wilson and Rosenman. Thirteen percent (14/108) of articles reflected a main 
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focus on community services, family caregiving and social networks. Housing and residential 

aged care accounted for 10.2% (11/108) of the publications, while education was the focus of 

9.3% (10/108). A further 10 articles (9.3%) focused on ageing with an intellectual disability, 

with the research from the Living with Disability Research Centre at La Trobe University 

(including Bigby) being prominent.  

 

Table 4. Main topic of research focus 

Topic Frequency Percentage 

Health/rehabilitation 26 24.1 

Elder abuse/financial abuse/asset management 17 15.7 

Community services/caregiving/social networks 14 13.0 

Housing/residential aged care 11 10.2 

Education 10 9.3 

Ageing with an intellectual disability 10 9.3 

CALD services/support 9 8.3 

LGBTI ageing 6 5.6 

Other* 5 4.6 

TOTAL 108 100 

*Other includes counseling, therapy, prisoners, consumer needs, and demography 

 

In addition to categorising the articles according to main research topic, we also 

examined the extent to which they were focused on social work specifically. Of the 108 articles, 

26 (24.1%) had a section discussing social work specifically or included social work participants 

in the study. In half of these papers (13) social work was one part of a focus on multiple 

disciplines or multi-disciplinary teams (e.g., aged care assessment teams). Thus in only 13 of the 

108 articles (12.0%) was social work the named focus of the article. In five of these articles, the 

focus was on interest in or attitudes towards older people of social work students, academics or 

practitioners. In four articles the focus was on social work practice relating to elder abuse or 

domestic squalor. Three articles focused on social work practice in hospitals, including the use 

of assessment tools, and one article focused on social work interventions to support long-term 

care decision-making as part of a systematic review.  

The studies reported on in the 108 articles were classified in terms of their method. 

Forty-seven papers (43.5%) were classified as qualitative, and included in-depth interviews, 

focus groups, ethnography, action research and case studies (Table 5). Quantitative research 

accounted for 24.1% (26/108) of the methods, and included surveys, records-based research, and 

secondary analysis of existing datasets. A considerable proportion (22.2%; 24/108) involved 

mixed quantitative and qualitative methods either in the form of surveys with both open and 

closed questions, or by using different methods of data collection to investigate the issue (e.g., 

conducting both surveys and focus groups). Eleven papers (10.2%) reported systematic reviews 

of the research literature, following a specific method, such as PRISMA.  

 

Table 5. Methods 

Method Frequency Percentage 

Qualitative 47 43.5 

Quantitative 26 24.1 

Mixed method 24 22.2 

Systematic review 11 10.2 

TOTAL 108 100 

 

There was a range of participants or units of analysis in the studies reported on in the 108 

publications (Table 6). The majority of articles (29.6%; 32/108) reported research involving 
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multiple participants, as might be expected given the number of mixed method studies. In total, 

older people were reported to be research participants in 53 articles (49.1%), and they were the 

sole participant group in 30 articles (27.8%). Thirty-seven papers (34.3%) involved staff or 

service providers (including social workers and other professionals) as participants in the 

research. In 14 articles (13.0%) they were the only research participant group. In 25 articles 

(23.1%) family members or carers were participants in the research; they were the sole focus in 

5 articles (4.6%). Other units of analysis/participants included literature (for systematic 

reviews), client or organisational records, students and academics, and the general public.  

Only 16 articles (14.8%) reported the involvement of older people or carers (e.g., as 

service users) in activities additional to what might be considered usual for research participants. 

In 8 articles (7.4%) older people or carers were involved in the design of the study, although the 

extent to which this illustrated a degree of service user control over the research process varied 

considerably. Approaches to involvement in research design and implementation included: 

 

 consultation about a survey instrument or other aspects of the research methodology (4 

articles); 

 development of research recommendations following a systematic review (1 article); 

 active participation in designing a research instrument (2 articles); 

 a cooperative inquiry method where older people and carers acted as co-researchers 

alongside service providers and academic staff (1 article).  

 

In 6 articles (5.6%) the research involved a process of respondent validation or member 

checking with older people or carer participants feeding back on the accuracy of an interview 

transcript or summary of research findings. In 8 articles (7.4%) mention was made of a project 

reference group or similar (e.g., expert advisory panel, critical reference group) but in only 2 of 

these articles was it specified that older people or carers, or members of their representative or 

advocacy organisations, were involved in this group. In 5 articles (4.6%) there was evidence of 

extensive support provided to research participants either by the researchers or by support or 

advocacy organisations. In each of these articles the research involved people with intellectual 

disabilities participating in a research process over an extended time period (e.g., multiple 

interviews over one year).  

 

Table 6. Unit of analysis or participants for empirical studies 

Unit of analysis Frequency Percentage 

Mixed sample (2 or more participant types) 32 29.6 

Older people  30 27.8 

Practitioners/service providers/staff 14 13.0 

Literature (systematic review) 11 10.2 

Records/administrative data/other documents 6 5.6 

Informal carers 5 4.6 

Other adults/general public 4 3.7 

Organisation (ethnography or audit) 3 2.8 

Academics 2 1.9 

Students 1 0.9 

TOTAL 108 100 

 

The articles were also categorised in terms of main funding source, where that 

information was possible to discern (Table 7). Nineteen articles (17.6%) identified that they 

primarily relied on funding from a state or federal government department. In terms of the major 

nationally competitive research grants, 15 papers (13.9%) reported that the research was funded 

by the Australian Research Council (ARC), 2 were funded through an Australian Postgraduate 
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Award (APA), and 1 was funded by the National Health and Medical Research Council 

(NHMRC). With respect to the ARC grants, in only one case was the grant an ARC Discovery 

grant; the remainder was ARC Linkage grants, which involve partnerships between research 

institutions and industry- or community-based organisations. In 12 articles (11.1%) the funding 

was reported to have come from a charitable trust or private donation (e.g., the Clifford Craig 

Medical Research Trust), while in 10 cases (9.3%) the funding was from a university either in 

cash or in-kind. In six papers (5.6%) the funding was reported to come from a non-government 

organisation (e.g., Beyond Blue). In the case of 43 articles (39.8%) the funding source was not 

stated. It seems likely that a substantial number of these would have involved in-kind support 

from the authors’ employer or would have been self-funded.  

 

Table 7. Main funding source 

Funding source Frequency Percentage 

Government – state or federal 19 17.6 

Australian Research Council (ARC) 15 13.9 

Charitable trust/private donation  12 11.1 

University grant or in-kind 10 9.3 

NGO 6 5.6 

Australian Postgraduate Award (APA) 2 1.9 

NHMRC 1 0.9 

Not stated 43 39.8 

TOTAL 108 100.0 

 

Discussion 

 

In the United States, Simons et al. (2008) suggested that social work researchers are failing to 

meet the needs of older service users and social workers in aged care. Is the same true in 

Australia? On the basis of this scoping review, it is appears that the amount of social work 

research on ageing and aged care is relatively low, with an annual average of 14.4 papers 

published over 7.5 years. Of the 108 articles published across this time period, just 12.0% (13 

articles) named social work specifically as their main focus. There were few evaluations of 

direct social work practice with older people and only one systematic review that addressed a 

social work intervention. There was also limited evidence of the involvement of older service 

users and carers in research design and delivery.  

But social work researchers are contributing to the needs of older clients and social 

workers working with older people in other ways. In this scoping review, 67 social workers 

were identified as publishing research on ageing and aged care between January 2007 and June 

2014. The vast majority of these people collaborated with non-social work researchers in 

investigating issues related to health and rehabilitation, physical and intellectual disability, 

dementia, elder abuse, asset management, family caregiving, community services, LGBTI 

ageing, CALD ageing, and housing and residential aged care. Much of this research was 

practice- and service delivery-oriented, even if its named focus was not specifically social work. 

However, the preponderance of social workers contributing to health research does raise the 

question as to whether ‘gerontological social work’ is becoming co-opted by health and science 

agendas (Carey, 2016). 

It was also notable that nearly half of the articles included in this study reported on 

research that included older people as participants. Thus this research most likely would have 

assisted in building the stock of knowledge (e.g., about residential aged care) that can assist in 

improving the wellbeing and rights of older people, as well as supporting the improvement of 

practice in other disciplines (such as nursing). It may be that social work researchers – drawing 

on social work values, knowledge and skills – would have added something unique to these 
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studies, that might not otherwise have been present. If a broad definition of social work research 

is adopted – one that is about enhancing understanding of social problems, improving practice in 

the human services, developing equitable social policy and empowering service users and carers 

– then most of the articles reported on in this study would have been engaged in such an 

enterprise.  

There were some other qualities of Australian social work research on ageing and aged 

care that emerged from this scoping review that are important to reflect on. Social workers 

employed a diversity of methods in their research although the greatest proportion of papers 

(43.5%) reported qualitative research. While only one systematic review on social work 

interventions was identified, 11 articles in total reported systematic reviews. This is a valuable 

outcome as systematic reviews assist in aggregating research, identifying the strengths and 

weaknesses of specific interventions, and developing research agendas. It was also notable that 

Australian social work researchers on ageing and aged care appeared to have an international 

outlook. About 70% of articles were published in international journals. Ageing and aged care 

researchers also appeared to draw substantially on research funding, with nearly 50% of articles 

citing the main funding source as coming from: state or federal government departments, the 

ARC, charitable trusts or private donation, non-government organisations, and the NHMRC. 

The proportion of articles citing research as coming from the main nationally competitive 

schemes (ARC, APA, NHMRC) was 16.7%. 

Previous reviews of Australian social work research have raised concerns about the 

profession’s research capacity (Brough, Wagner, & Farrell, 2013; Ryan & Sheehan, 2009), 

although there is evidence that this is changing. For example, Simpson and Lord (2015) reported 

that the proportion of research articles published in Australian Social Work increased from 17% 

in 2001 to 79% in 2014. With respect to research on ageing and aged care, it is clear that 

Australian researchers are contributing to a body of multidisciplinary research knowledge that 

may assist in promoting the health and wellbeing of older people. Social workers are also 

engaged in research that seeks to understand service user perspectives and transform policy and 

service delivery. However, it is also the case that there has been relatively little research 

specifically on direct social work practice with older people, with limited evidence that research 

programs are focusing on the evaluation of social work interventions. This limits understanding 

of the specific disciplinary social work contribution to working with older people, and claims for 

distinctive disciplinary expertise within a multi-disciplinary field. This could be strengthened by 

improving the research–practice nexus in social work with older people by engaging in more 

consistent programme and intervention evaluation. The capacity of social workers to draw on 

research-based knowledge in their practice is an issue for the whole profession, and strategies 

that distill and make accessible knowledge for practice (Pope, Rollins, Chaumba, & Risler, 

2011) can be used to advance social work with older people, just as much as in other fields.  

Given aged care is the subject of ongoing and substantial policy reform it is important 

that social work research is strategic, innovative, high quality, and concerned with the intended 

and unintended outcomes of policy and practice. Social work can make a positive contribution 

to policy deliberations because of the discipline’s capacity to research service users’ experience 

and understand research and practice in the context of social justice issues (Brough et al., 2013). 

However, in our project there was little evidence that this had occurred in the studies reviewed. 

In only 16 articles (14.8%) was it clear that older people or carers participated in research 

processes outside of the usual role prescribed to research participants. In just 8 articles was there 

evidence that older people or carers were directly involved in research design. Only 3 of these 

articles evidenced considerable user control over the research process potentially demonstrating 

the influence of humanistic democratic principles or even counter-hegemonic practices (Carey, 

2010). It appears that the effective use of inclusive, rights-focused and emancipatory research 

methods and practices is more present in other fields of social work research, such as with 

people with disabilities (e.g., Bigby, Frawley, & Ramcharan, 2014) than in social work research 
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on ageing and aged care. Promotion of democratic participation models of older people and 

carer involvement in research has the potential to provide a platform for service users’ voices to 

be heard within a complex and changing policy environment.  

Consequently there appears to be considerable scope for building the capacity of 

Australian social work research into ageing and aged care. One model that appears to have been 

successful in Australia is the Emerging Researchers in Ageing (ERA) network 

(http://www.era.edu.au), which holds an annual conference alongside the Australian Association 

of Gerontology (AAG) national conference. This network was developed in response to reports 

that early career gerontology researchers needed additional support and guidance, including 

forming connections with other emerging researchers, and forming networks with more 

established researchers to support a long term career in this field (Bartlett, Underwood, & Peach, 

2007). The large proportion of social work authors (65.7%) who had only published one paper 

captured in this scoping review may be indicative of a lack of capacity or interest to build long-

term careers centred on ageing and aged care research. Thus, linking in prospective social work 

researchers (particularly postgraduate research students) with the ERA network would be 

valuable, as would consideration of a stream within this network specifically targeting the needs 

of social work researchers, including mentoring (Henwood, Bartlett, & Carroll, 2011). 

Alternatively an ageing and aged care stream could be introduced into a similar network 

focusing on emerging researchers in social work. Lessons may be drawn from the evaluation of 

a training program in ageing research targeting social work faculty in the United States, 

including having multiple follow-up activities, linking participants with experts in the field, 

maintaining relationships with participants’ employers to ensure ongoing support, and providing 

the opportunity to have individual consultations (Mehrotra, Townsend, & Berkman, 2013).  

Related to research capacity-building is the overall profile of social work with older 

people in Australia, and the ongoing concerns about student interest in this area. If the 

significance and richness of social work with older people were more appreciated by qualifying 

social work students, then perhaps research careers in ageing and aged care may be easier to 

stimulate. Questions in the UK about the coverage of ageing content in qualifying curricula 

(Richards et al., 2014) are also relevant in the Australian context. There is limited attention in 

the Australian Social Work Education and Accreditation Standards (Australian Association of 

Social Workers [AASW], 2012) to ageing and aged care, despite other areas of practice or client 

groups being accorded detailed curriculum guidance. Clearly there is a need to examine the 

extent to which social work curricula do address issues relating to ageing and aged care, and 

enable students to acquire the specialist knowledge and skills to engage effectively with older 

people (Richards et al., 2014). This could then provide a basis for developing innovative 

strategies to maximise student interest in this area, including increasing students’ contact with 

older people generally and as service users.  

 

Limitations 

 

In drawing conclusions from this scoping review, it is important to bear in mind a number of 

limitations. While every effort was made to capture all the publications relating to Australian 

social work research on ageing and aged care through the systematic search protocols, it is 

possible that some were missed. Limiting the search to journal articles meant that important 

research studies reported in books, research reports or the grey literature may have been missed. 

It is also possible that some Australian research may have been published in non-English 

language journals, or in journals that were not indexed by the seven databases used. While the 

review categorised research publications according to their broad methodology, it was beyond 

the scope of the review to evaluate the quality of these methods. The review also did not 

evaluate the impact of Australian social work research on outcomes for service users, social 

work practice or the knowledge base on ageing and aged care. As discussed, we adopted a 
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particular approach to identifying social work research – by focusing on the research conducted 

by social workers – and it is likely that a different definition, such as one focusing on the 

purpose of social work research, would have resulted in a different sample of articles. 

Inevitably, whatever boundaries are drawn around the definition of social work research there 

will be some anomalies.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Multidisciplinary research into ageing and aged care is important (Coles, Byles, Dow, & 

Tavener, 2013), and it is clear that social workers are contributing to building this stock of 

knowledge in Australia. Social workers are also actively researching older people’s experiences 

and investigating the impacts of social policy and service delivery on the older population. 

However, as this scoping review has demonstrated, there is relatively little research being 

conducted specifically on direct social work practice with older people in Australia, and only a 

few studies that demonstrated the involvement of older people or carers in research design and 

implementation. This is despite the substantial contribution social workers make in providing 

services to older Australians and the considerable potential role of social work to help address 

the impacts of population ageing, policy development and service restructuring. There are also 

questions about the long-term research capacity of social workers working with older people, 

with most social work researchers captured in this study having published only one article on 

ageing and aged care between January 2007 and June 2014. There is a need for investing not 

only in the research–practice nexus in social work with older people, but also in supporting the 

research careers of social workers interested in ageing and aged care. Such investment may 

come from development of social work specific capacity-building exercises, as well as linking 

social worker researchers to multidisciplinary gerontology endeavours.  
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