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Key points
Policymakers are increasingly emphasising the NHS’s role in
addressing social and economic factors that shape health, but
guidance on how this should be done in practice is limited.

In this long read, we outline a framework to understand potential
approaches for NHS organisations seeking to address social factors
that shape health, focusing on the role of local and regional action. We
describe four categories of potential approaches, from more narrow
interventions focused on improving care for individual patients, to
broader partnerships to improve health of populations.

The most concrete policy action to address social needs in the NHS in
England is the expansion of social prescribing for individual patients.
But wider interventions and partnerships to improve social conditions
across communities likely offer greater potential to improve health and
reduce health inequalities.

There is limited evidence to guide the choice of health care
interventions on social factors shaping health, and there is a risk of
unintended consequences, such as medicalising social issues and
widening inequities. Rigorous testing and evaluation are needed to
learn more about what works, for who, in what context.

Ultimately, social and economic conditions that shape health are
influenced by policy choices beyond the NHS’s control, such as
government decisions on wider social spending. Health inequalities in

1. Introduction

2. A framework for addressing social needs in the NHS

3. Where next?
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England are widening and the current cost of living crisis will put even
more pressure on people and public services.

 

1. Introduction

There is growing interest in the role of health care systems in influencing the social
determinants of health.  Social determinants include income, employment, housing and
other social factors, which interact to shape the conditions in which people live.  These
factors play a major role in shaping health and health inequalities  – and are influenced by
local, regional and national policies.

Health care systems can take various approaches to addressing people’s social
needs.  Social prescribing approaches, for example – where staff identify patients’
unmet social needs, such as food insecurity, and make referrals to relevant social services –
have been developed in some parts of the NHS for decades.  Yet these approaches are often
weakly defined, and there is little strong evidence and no clear national framework to guide
the choice of health care-based social interventions.

In England, a range of national strategies encourage NHS organisations to address social and
economic factors that shape health, alongside some targeted policies (Table 1). For example,
GP contracts include funding for social prescribing ‘link workers’ to address social needs.
And newly established integrated care systems (ICSs) have been given objectives to improve
health and contribute to social and economic development. From 2023, ICSs are required to
develop local plans for improving health and reducing inequalities.  To be successful, these
plans will need to consider how local agencies can improve social conditions that shape
health, and the role NHS organisations are expected to play.

In this long read, we outline a framework to understand potential approaches for NHS
organisations seeking to address social factors that shape health, focusing on the role of local
and regional action – for instance, in the new ICSs. We review existing frameworks, examples
from NHS policy and practice, and evidence on interventions often promoted in the NHS in
England. We highlight gaps in knowledge that must be addressed to clarify the role of the
NHS in addressing social needs, and identify policy priorities for the future.
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Table 1: Key national NHS policies on addressing social needs

Policy

document
NHS's role in addressing social needs

NHS Five Year
Forward View
(2014)

The NHS is expected to collaborate with local government and others to
plan and coordinate local services. NHS organisations are also expected
to develop more integrated models of health and social care in the
community, which may include social prescribing and should support
more personalised and coordinated care.

NHS Long Term

Plan (2019)

Integrated care systems will be developed between the NHS and local
government to coordinate services and improve population health. The
NHS will expand social prescribing, with more than 1,000 link workers
in place in primary care networks by 2020/21. The role of the NHS as an
‘anchor institution’ is also introduced.

Planning
guidance for
COVID-19
recovery

 

The NHS is expected to work with local communities and others to
protect the most vulnerable from COVID-19, restore NHS services for
people living in deprived areas, and increase access to primary care. The
NHS must also accelerate the delivery of personal health budgets,
social prescribing referrals and personalised care plans. Collaboration
and partnership working are required, and integrated care systems are
asked to develop priorities that reflect the needs of their local
populations.

The Health and
Care Bill (2021–
22) 

Supporting social and economic development is one of four objectives
for integrated care systems. NHS, local government and other agencies
must work together to make a plan for improving health in their area –
including through addressing wider determinants. NHS integrated care
boards will be expected to deliver more personalised care, and invest in
local community organisations and infrastructure. ‘Place-based’
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11/3/22, 7:33 AM A framework for NHS action on social determinants of health - The Health Foundation

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/a-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health 5/15

 

 

2. A framework for addressing social needs in the NHS

The idea of health care systems intervening to improve social conditions is not new. In the
US, various frameworks have been developed describing potential approaches for health care
systems to address social and economic factors shaping health.  For
example, in 2019, a National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM)
committee developed a five-part framework outlining potential actions for US health care
systems to identify and address social needs (Box 1). Yet there is no similar framework to
help understand the various approaches being tested or encouraged in the NHS in England.

We suggest that NHS approaches to addressing social needs can be divided into four
main categories (Figure 1). In each area, a mix of policy and system-level changes could
support NHS action, such as better data on patients’ social needs and community
involvement in decision making. Evaluation is also needed to understand the potential
benefits and risks of NHS action. At all levels, NHS staff and organisations can use their
power and resources to advocate for wider social policy change that could improve health and
reduce inequities.

Table 2: A framework for understanding NHS approaches to addressing social needs

Policy

document
NHS's role in addressing social needs

partnerships will be developed as local forums for addressing wider
determinants.
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Box 1: NASEM committee’s five health care activities to better
integrate social services
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Adapting NHS care to account for patients’ social needs

The first set of approaches focuses on adjustments to the way care is provided to account for
patients’ social needs. More vulnerable groups often face greater barriers to accessing high
quality care.  Patients’ social circumstances – like work schedules and housing conditions –
may make it harder to benefit from some kinds of treatment without additional support. More
systematic understanding of patients’ social context may help reduce these barriers and

  Individual level Population level

Within the

NHS

Adapt NHS care to account for

patients’ social needs

Eg use data on patients' housing
conditions to inform treatment and
medication decisions

Use NHS resources to improve

social conditions in the

community

Eg widen access to high quality
employment in the NHS for more
deprived groups

NHS in

partnership

Connect patients with

resources to address social

needs

Eg link patients to food banks or
advice about benefits if they are
experiencing food insecurity

Align local resources to

improve population health

Eg joint planning between the
NHS and local partners to identify
and respond to local needs

Implementation depends on a mix of system-level changes, such as data

collection on social needs, community involvement, staff capacity and training

Download the framework

32

https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/styles/full_width_image/public/2022-10/Framework%20for%20understanding%20NHS%20approaches%20to%20addressing%20social%20needs.png?itok=nzXdf3pg
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improve clinical decision making. For example, information about housing or food insecurity
may influence decisions about a patients’ treatment and medication.

Making these decisions depends on clinicians having access to information about patients’
social circumstances (Box 2). Data on patients’ social needs are not routinely documented in
NHS settings.  In the US, health care systems are increasingly adopting social screening
tools to understand potential social risks to health and identify appropriate services.
Emerging evidence from the US suggests that social risk assessments in clinical settings are
feasible and generally acceptable to patients and clincians. Yet there are also risks,
including unintentionally exacerbating inequities  – and some studies suggest that social risk
screening can contribute to fear and discomfort for patients and concerns among clinicians
about identifying social issues they lack tools to address.

Shared decision making is one approach that could help elicit and incorporate appropriate data
about patients’ social needs into clinical practice.  Shared decision making is based on the
idea that an understanding of what matters in the context of a patients’ life – along with clear
information about potential harms and benefits of treatment options – is needed to make high
quality decisions about health care services.  There is no single approach to shared
decision making and there are a range of barriers to its implementation, such as staff having
appropriate skills and training (box 3).  But – if designed appropriately – shared decision
making may help improve care for more disadvantaged groups.

Connecting patients with resources to address social needs

NHS organisations can also address social needs by connecting patients with social services
and support in the community.  This is typically referred to as social prescribing, where
clinical teams identify patients’ unmet social needs and help patients access relevant services
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Box 2: Collecting data to identify and address patients’ social
needs

Box 3: Health workforce training and education
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to address them – for example, by helping patients experiencing food insecurity connect with
food banks or advice about benefits.

Social prescribing has been practised in some parts of the NHS for decades.  But since 2019,
national NHS policymakers have committed to expanding social prescribing across England by
investing in new social prescribing ‘link workers’ in primary care.  GPs and other health
care staff can identify patients who may benefit from non-medical support and refer them to a
link worker. The link worker assesses the patient’s needs, develops a plan to meet those
needs, and supports the patient to access relevant social services, such as job centres or
legal supports.  Some social prescribing models include co-location of health and social
services (Box 4). For example, in Derbyshire, Citizens Advice Bureau advisors are placed in
most GP surgeries to help patients with social and financial issues.

Despite widespread policy support, evidence on the effectiveness of social prescribing in the
UK is limited.  The same is true in the US, where social prescribing is also growing in
popularity among policymakers – though a handful of high quality studies in US settings
suggest that social prescribing can help reduce some social needs and improve self-reported
health.

Evidence is growing on factors shaping the implementation of social prescribing, such as trust
between patients and link workers, and relationships with social service providers.  But,
ultimately, the impact of social prescribing is linked to the resources available in the
community to address social needs. Local government funding in England has been cut
significantly over the last decade, with funding falling furthest in more deprived areas.
As a result, social prescribing may increase pressure on already overstretched community
services.  There is also a risk of exacerbating inequities, if more disadvantaged patients face
greater barriers to accessing support.

Using NHS resources to improve social conditions in the
community

A third set of approaches focuses on using NHS resources to improve social conditions in the
community – not just for individual patients. The size and reach of the NHS means it has the
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potential to act as an ‘anchor institution’, harnessing its role as an employer, purchaser of
goods and services, and a powerful political institution, to benefit local communities.

For example, NHS organisations can widen access to high quality education and
employment.  Barts Health NHS Trust in east London runs a programme that supports
young people to build a career in the NHS.  It also ringfences a proportion of roles for local
candidates, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds.  But the quality of work
matters too. Rates of in-work poverty have been increasing in recent years, and the current
cost-of-living crisis is expected to push more people into poverty.  As the largest employer in
the UK, the NHS has an important role in supporting existing staff by adopting policies that
promote health and wellbeing and support people with the rising cost of living.  This
includes, for example, providing job security and opportunities for progression, paying fair
wages, and offering fair and flexible working conditions.  Other anchor approaches include
procuring more services from local organisations and using NHS estates to benefit local
communities. Despite growing policy attention, there is limited evidence on the impact of
anchor strategies and little guidance on where NHS agencies should focus their attention to
have the greatest impact.  A UK-wide learning network has been established to share
experiences and approaches between organisations developing ‘anchor’ approaches.

NHS organisations can also actively consider social and economic drivers of health when
commissioning services. Under the latest NHS reforms, integrated care systems are now
responsible for planning and purchasing services to improve population health. Doing this
effectively depends on having a systematic understanding of local health needs and their
distribution – including data on social and economic factors shaping health and the
perspectives of local communities (Box 5). For example, some NHS trusts are considering
social and economic as well as medical needs in planning how to reduce waiting lists for
elective care and target proactive support.  Health care initiatives to develop more
integrated services often focus on complex patients or those at high risk of hospital
admission. But these approaches risk missing the underlying causes of ill health across the
population – and could mean wider opportunities to improve health being missed.

Aligning local resources to improve population health
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A final set of approaches focuses on collaboration between the NHS, local government, and
other sectors to improve social conditions for the local population. Resources for improving
population health are spread widely across organisations and society – in local governments,
social services agencies, schools, employers, health care systems, and beyond. Cross-sector
partnerships have been developed as a way to coordinate resources and capabilities for
improving health and reducing inequalities.

Partnerships to improve health are nothing new. In England, there is a long history of policies
encouraging local collaboration to influence social factors that shape health, such as health
action zones in the 2000s.  Common approaches include joint planning, budget pooling and
redesigning services. Pooled budgets are often used to support integration of health and
social care services, but can also support broader interventions. For example, many areas
report using budgets pooled via the Better Care Fund to support social prescribing.  In
Greater Manchester, public sector agencies have pooled spending and decision making to
improve health and reduce inequalities in the region, including by prioritising interventions
related to employment, school readiness and housing.

New integrated care systems in England have been given broad aims to support local social
and economic development.  Yet mandatory partnerships do not necessarily lead to a
greater focus on social interventions. Previous versions of integrated care systems were often
dominated by NHS organisations and limited in their approaches to reducing health
inequalities – with most local strategies adopting a narrow focus on individual-level
approaches and few describing interventions on social and economic determinants of
health.  The governance and design of new integrated care systems risks local
government and other non-medical services being sidelined by more powerful NHS bodies.

There is limited evidence on the impact of local health partnerships on health and inequalities.
A recent systematic review found little convincing evidence to suggest that collaboration
between local health care and non-health care agencies improves health outcomes.
Evidence of impact on health services and costs is also mixed. Despite this, various studies
report on factors that could help or hinder collaboration efforts – such as the importance of
trust, shared objectives and sufficient resources for local initiatives.

 

3. Where next?
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Life expectancy in England is stalling and gaps in health between the richest and poorest are
widening. The NHS can play an important role in reducing inequalities by providing
equitable access to health care services.  But policymakers are increasingly
emphasising the NHS’s role in going beyond health care to address social and economic
factors that shape health.  The NHS lacks a clear conceptual framework for doing this. We
have outlined four potential strategies – from more narrow interventions focused on improving
care for individual patients to broader partnerships to improve health of populations. This
framework can be used to help understand NHS interventions.

Currently, the most concrete policy action to address social needs in the NHS in England is
the expansion of social prescribing at an individual level. But wider interventions to improve
social and economic conditions across communities are likely to offer greater potential to
improve health. There is strong support within the NHS to make progress in supporting
broader social and economic development, but national guidance on how to do this is
lacking.  Policymakers will need to develop a clear framework setting out priorities, potential
approaches and expectations to guide NHS organisations.

Overall, existing evidence to inform health care-led intervention is limited. NHS organisations
are being encouraged to develop their own approaches, but experimentation is not risk-free.
Interventions may unintentionally widen health inequities – for example, if they are not
targeting patients or population groups facing the harshest social conditions.  And there is a
risk of social issues becoming defined and treated as medical problems, which may alienate
community-based services that the NHS relies on to deliver social interventions. There is also
a broader question about the most effective use of resources. Could NHS funding to hire link
workers and develop social prescribing schemes deliver greater health impacts if invested
directly in strengthening social supports outside the NHS? Rigorous testing and evaluation are
needed to learn more about what works, for who, in what context.

Ultimately, the structural, social and economic conditions that shape health and inequities are
influenced by policy choices beyond the NHS’s control – such as government decisions on the
level and distribution of spending on education, housing, public health, social security and
other social services. Public health funding has been cut by 24% in real terms since
2015, and local government spending is on track to be smaller in 2024/25 than it was in
2010.  The growing cost-of-living crisis is likely to increase pressure on low income
families and public services that they rely on, and arrives on the back of a decade of low
growth in household incomes and deepening poverty in the UK.  Against this tide, the
NHS is heading upstream with a small paddle.

105,106,107 

108,109,110

24,26

111

102

112,113

1,114,115 

116,117

118,119,120



11/3/22, 7:33 AM A framework for NHS action on social determinants of health - The Health Foundation

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/a-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health 12/15

Further reading

LONG READ

Integrated care systems: what do they look like?

15 June 2022

About 15 mins to read

An analysis of publicly available data about the characteristics of ICSs, the contexts
and...

Read more

BLOG

References

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/integrated-care-systems-what-do-they-look-like
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/integrated-care-systems-what-do-they-look-like
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/integrated-care-systems-what-do-they-look-like


11/3/22, 7:33 AM A framework for NHS action on social determinants of health - The Health Foundation

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/a-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health 13/15

Share this page:

Get social

 Health Foundation @HealthFdn

Our latest survey with @IpsosUK shows the UK public wants a better, adequately
staffed health service – not a depar… https://t.co/7AlqgVwPqC

Work with us

We look for talented and passionate individuals as everyone at the Health Foundation
has an important role to play.

The Plan for Digital Health and Social Care: what will be needed to
deliver on its ambitions?

29 June 2022

The government’s new Plan for Digital Health and Social Care contains some important
ambitions. But...

Read more

Follow us on Twitter

View current vacancies

http://twitter.com/HealthFdn
https://t.co/7AlqgVwPqC
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/blogs/the-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care-what-will-be-needed-to-deliver
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/blogs/the-plan-for-digital-health-and-social-care-what-will-be-needed-to-deliver
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=A%20framework%20for%20NHS%20action%20on%20social%20determinants%20of%20health%20%7C%20@HealthFdn%0Ahttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.health.org.uk%2Fpublications%2Flong-reads%2Fa-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health
https://www.linkedin.com/sharing/share-offsite/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.health.org.uk%2Fpublications%2Flong-reads%2Fa-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health
http://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.health.org.uk%2Fpublications%2Flong-reads%2Fa-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health
https://api.whatsapp.com/send?text=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.health.org.uk%2Fpublications%2Flong-reads%2Fa-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health
mailto:?subject=A%20framework%20for%20NHS%20action%20on%20social%20determinants%20of%20health%20%7C%20The%20Health%20Foundation&body=A%20framework%20for%20NHS%20action%20on%20social%20determinants%20of%20health%20%7C%20The%20Health%20Foundation%0Dhttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.health.org.uk%2Fpublications%2Flong-reads%2Fa-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health
https://twitter.com/HealthFdn
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/work-with-us


11/3/22, 7:33 AM A framework for NHS action on social determinants of health - The Health Foundation

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/a-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health 14/15

Accessibility Anti-slavery statement Terms and conditions Privacy policy Sitemap

The Q community

Q is an initiative connecting people with improvement expertise across the UK.

Quick links

About us

News and media

Programmes

Alumni

Work with us

Blog

Newsletter

Events and webinars

Hear from us

Receive the latest news and updates
from the Health Foundation

Contact us

Copyright The Health Foundation 2022. Registered charity number 286967.

Find out more

Sign up now

020 7257 8000

info@health.org.uk

https://twitter.com/healthfdn
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-health-foundation
https://www.facebook.com/thehealthfoundation
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-Health-Foundation/accessibility-statement
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/how-we-are-run/modern-slavery-transparency-statement
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/terms-and-conditions
https://www.health.org.uk/privacy-policy-and-cookies
https://www.health.org.uk/sitemap
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/news
https://www.health.org.uk/funding-and-partnerships/funding-programmes
https://www.health.org.uk/alumni/about
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/work-with-us
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/blogs
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/newsletter-features
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/get-involved/events
https://www.health.org.uk/what-we-do/supporting-health-care-improvement/partnerships-to-support-quality-improvement/the-q-community
https://preferences.health.org.uk/update-preferences
mailto:info@health.org.uk


11/3/22, 7:33 AM A framework for NHS action on social determinants of health - The Health Foundation

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/a-framework-for-nhs-action-on-social-determinants-of-health 15/15

 

https://www.livingwage.org.uk/what-real-living-wage
https://www.ncsc.gov.uk/cyberessentials/overview

