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When the word ‘knowledge’ is used (the ‘knowledge society’ ‘knowledge exchange’ ‘knowledge hub’) I think people are actually more usually meaning ‘information’. To me, knowledge embraces understanding, judgement, critical awareness (and perhaps even a hint of wisdom) in addition to mere facts. Information is absolutely everywhere; knowledge, perhaps, less so.
 
About 20 years ago I did some research to try and find out why farmers in the UK were so poor at taking up new information in agriculture that would make them more efficient and effective. It turned out that they perceived there to be so much information, they did not know where to begin, so they turned their back on all of it. We had a solution, however: there should be a ‘one stop shop’ for agricultural information. We should put it all on one place – just like it had been three years previously, before the Thatcher Government had closed down the Agricultural Development Advisory Service.
 
Within six months of our report, England was proudly boasting no fewer than 12 agricultural information ‘one stop shops’. Despite our efforts, the information market had become essentially laissez faire. 
 
As a newcomer in 2009 to the study of older people, this earlier research gave me a strong sense of déjà vu. I quickly amassed 120 odd PDFs of no-doubt meaningful and insightful academic articles on older people and their contribution to civic society. But where should I begin? Making snap decisions about what not to read (say from titles only) as well as what to try becomes part of the research process. But managing where I chose to be ignorant as much as where I chose to be informed, is a matter of happenstance. And because the production of information increases faster than my ability to assimilate it, I am becoming more ignorant all the time.
 
As Shadbolt (2006) has it, we have to learn to steer our way through the ‘information smog’. Worse, Gardner (2009) suggests that the volume of information currently available to us all actually increases our chance of getting things wrong: what we know and what we need to know become less certain. 
 
In something we are writing together, [name] suggests we need a reference for the notion of ‘community’ to kick us off. But there are 13 journals available electronically in the UWE library alone, concerned with community. I can access over 600 articles a year about community without leaving my desk. Gloom. 
 
How do others cope with this information overload? Is our research inevitably contribution to it as we increasingly see academic articles as things to be ‘produced’ (for research assessments) rather than ‘consumed’?
 
This leads me to ask myself what it is I am actually researching in the Grey and Pleasant Land? project, if only to narrow down my search. It is, of course, not really older people per se, but the processes that they are involved in: volunteering, trusting, belonging and the like. But so profuse is information in these areas too, that this expands rather than narrows down my barrage of information. 
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· What we have to satisfy our thirst are mainly old wines in new bottles ([name’s] 120 PDF's and the 600 yearly articles stacked iin the UWE cellars of knowledge). Is [nam’s] gloom really a hangover after tasting so many of the  best vintages?  [Name]  has recommneded that we start with uncorking the well known and potent  bottled communiity  satisfier.

· Raymond Williams (976) in his critical  collection of 'Keywords' included the keytword 'community' . It has been in the English voicab  since the fourteenth century. By the sixteenth century the word was used to to mean 'the quality of having something in common', and a 'sense of common identity and characteristics'. It  also came to embrace the notion of  a particular quality of rel;ationship and a distinction between community and civil society. 
· Mayo (1994)  commentinting  on 'Keywords'  observes that  community contrasts 'more  direct, more total …and more formlal , more abstract and more instrumental; relationships of state or of society as devleoped in the work of Tonnnies (1957). Services in and  from the community  contrasts with services to the community.   The  keyword 'community' may include  utopian ways of group living. The common thread is that of a 'warmly  persuasive word'. Marjorie Mayo  refeers to what Wiilliams  has to say as a starting point. The sociological  work of Bulmer (1987)  refsrs to  the common geographical area, common interests, whicch may biond people on the basis of age, ethnicity, politics. lleisure,  the arts and includess significant  peopple such as the gay communities and travelling people. These may be in contemtion. so there is  in the literarture the notion of the 'contested communities  (Hoggett, 1997). iScott Peck (1987)  introduced the notion of the 'pseudo-community' so we need to beware of making mistakes when sayiing this or that group are comunities. n my rural studies  (wont name them)  avid Bell  and also Anthony  Cohen has  been most infuential, whio introduced the  notion of  'belonitng' in the Scottish oil boom/doom studies. i thnk we wiould all agree that community is essentially a shared experience. 
· When discussing 'connectivity' , I think we need to incllude  the debate over 'communitarian thinking'  (Amitai Etzioni, 1995) and  at least refer to the notion of the  commin good and 'big society', which were  not invented by the Coalition  Gov.
· REFERENCES  IF REQUESTED
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I seem to devote a lot of energy trying to resist being overwhelmed – whether by things I perceive I need to do or things other people perceive I need to do; accidents, catastrophes, surprises, encounters with forceful, assured people who leave me feeling exhausted; the burden of knowing that there are wonderful places I will never visit, amazing people I will never meet, books, music, plays, events that will never shift from my enormous and daunting I-would-like-to-experience-this-one-day list to my too short done-and-dusted list. As I get older I feel the need to prioritise my diminishing time but the result is often a depressing reflection on mortality which leads me to another comforting round of Spider Solitaire rather than the next chapter of my half-written novel. Should I even be writing this? Am I improving the shining hour? As for the great mass of information out there – I hardly know where to begin. Simple instructions from my son on creating a website leave me holding my head and saying, “I can't take in any more.” And I can't. My head feels pretty full most of the time.

 

I try to still the chatter in my mind (did I mention the soothing effect of Spider Solitaire?) and look for some kind of comforting formula. Is there anything I really must know? How to file my tax return on line is one such activity. Fulfilling any contractual obligations is another - when I was a teacher I tried to read the key documents in my field from a very prolific Government. The un-key documents went to the wall, I'm afraid. Nobody ever noticed. Then there's the optional stuff. Is there some avenue of knowledge I am really passionate about and will find an extra hour for even on the busiest day? I am currently crying and laughing my way through Terry Prachett's I Shall Wear Midnight even though I ought to be doing [..... insert as applicable]. There are some things I plan to do when I have the time and probably will, balanced by the things I plan to do when I have the time and probably won't. Then there are the wonderful wild cards when I will read something quirky, fascinating and irresistible even though it has no bearing on anything… except delight and pleasure. 

 

If only we had more than one life! How does anybody ever find themselves feeling bored? Maybe people who experience boredom are non-plussed when I say I feel overwhelmed. As for this project, the question [name]l asks: What it is I am actually researching in the Grey and Pleasant Land? project, leads me to think that it isn't so much what we will discover that is important, but what we will do with the material we find. Are there still stereotypes about aging for us to challenge? Indeed there are. Are there policies being made which would be more beneficial if the policy-makers had compelling evidence on which to base their decisions? You bet there are. Do older people have reserves of energy, creativity, wisdom and humour that can benefit individuals and groups in their community? Oh yes. If we are patronised, marginalised and ignored does that benefit anyone at all? No. Do we have fears and concerns which need addressing because fear can ruin lives needlessly. Sadly, we do. Is this project going to make a difference?
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I sympathise with [name’s] plight. It's actually quite dangerous as we lose sight of key definitions within life and they becoem shorthand for everything and nothing (for example the term, “sustainability”). Here are my ideas when this happens, [name]:
(1) Busy busy practitioners in transport studies (my domain) who we are led to believe are even more busy than us scholarly academics, need a one-stop shop similar to [name’s] farmers. An objective and systematic review of the literature is needed and then presented in easy to digest bite sized chunks of information. You see this kind of thing in health – Cochrane reviews through to NICE guidelines. Sometimes a similar version happens for academics – literature review. We have done them in our group at UWE, the Centre for Transport & Society, one a review on “attitudes to transport” another on “attitudes to road user safety”. However, what can be seen from the title is just how loosely defined these are and hence in my experience how the definition is shaped very much from the authors' point of view and then … so is the review of the literature. Hence, such information and review are often highly subjective – the very thing we warn our students against doing – just reading second-hand information. Is there really any substitute for reading it all yourself!? I get so paranoid and have such little trust of other people's reviews that I end up doing just that unless…

(2) You start again. I was overwhelmed by the amount and diversity, but underwhelmed by the quality of the definitions of “risk” when studying my PhD back in the heady days of 2000. So I started again. I asked the participants to define what they meant by “risk”. All very bottom-up and something I learnt when writing up my methodology called “grounded theory” seemed to fit this quite well. However, it wasn't true grounded theory as Glaser or Strauss (can't remember which one – as I believe they had a falling out over this) would know it, as I had already some idea of the concept and it wasn't quite a blank sheet I began with,. Nevertheless, the participants shaped a new definition of “risk”. I do this now any time this happens and I have the opportunity to do some in-depth qualitative work.

Failing this there is always wikipedia!? Or asking people on forums!?[image: image52]  
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