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This is an outline of independent research funded by the  

National Institute for Health Research’s School for Public Health Research (NIHR SPHR).  



• A partnership between eight 

universities/research centres spread 

across England 

• Research carried out on initiatives and 

services that aim to improve the public’s 

health and reduce inequalities in health 

• Linking with practitioners and 

communities to find ways of making the 

research findings practical and relevant 

The National Institute for Health Research’s 

School for Public Health Research (SPHR)  

 



Big Local isn’t a ‘health’ programme but… 

 
 

 

 

 About control that individuals and communities 

have over decisions and actions that affect 

people’s lives  

 

 Involves multiple approaches relevant to health 

and wellbeing (e.g. people in communities taking 

action together, developing collaborations or 

partnerships, or connecting people such as 

through volunteering) 

 

 Focused on the broader picture for health (the 

conditions that influence health and wellbeing) 



Why we are researching Big Local 

 
 

 
• A lot of research about health 

impacts of greater individual 

control over one’s life 

• Community led approaches (and links to 

health) less well captured in research 

Getting ‘lots and lots of   

people’ involved?  

Strengthening community 

networks and resources? 

Community 

empowerment? 

Community ‘centred’ 

approaches? 



About the Communities in Control Study …. 

…exploring whether increased 

control/influence through Big Local 

can enhance health/wellbeing and 

improve conditions that influence health 

(‘social determinants’) 

 

Multi-stage research project across England: 

• Phase 1 (2014 - 2015) 

• Phase 2 (Just underway now, until March 2017) 

 

Coordinated by Jennie Popay (Lancaster University) 

but involves a partnership of universities 



What our research has looked at so far (Phase 1) 

 

 • Understanding how Big Local is developing in 

different ways e.g. 

• local aspirations and action plans 

• how people are getting involved  

• identifying early ways that community             are 

led action or control is developing 

 

• What impacts might be realistic  

    to ‘measure’ at this stage?  

• Research plan to get endorsement from our funders to 

continue the study (Phase 2) 



“We started having a very small steering 

group… we had elected members… we had 

separate meetings… so they could learn that 

it was about listening rather than leading 

which is often the case when a council is 

involved… but this wasn’t about leading this 

was about encouraging, it was about 

empowering and it was about supporting”  

“…for a community to improve and for this 

money to do what it’s meant to be doing, 

then we need everybody on board 

essentially…It’s the only way we can 

make the most of it.  We are going to need 

help from the council at times; we are 

going to need help from the traders and 

we in return can offer them things as well”  

Creating spaces for local 

decision making and involvement 

 

Developing skills/‘know how’, 

confidence,  identifying common 

causes 

 

Working with others and 

developing networks 
Examples of community actions 

- community events and celebrations 

- projects to raise local aspirations 

- development of green spaces 

- engagement with local developers  

- regular community market 

- challenging decisions of councils 



Big Local area examples of wellbeing? 

 

Learn: “there will be smaller events 

throughout the year so you can just go to 

the local allotments for a coffee morning, 

learn how to plant or different things like 

that, but it is encouraging the local people to 

use the space that they have got around 

their house, and their home, to grow their 

own things and learn different stuff like that” 

 

 

Connect: “… it is really weird because it is tiny little 

changes, but tiny little changes make a big 

difference. So it’s… 2 years ago I would not have 

walked down erm… the local shops after 8 o’clock, 

but now I feel I can because I know people erm…, I 

now know shopkeepers, I now know other people 

that are using the businesses and shops, I now 

know people around me.” 

 

 

“I did at the outset get a bit of a 

steer from the partnership to say 

can I have your definition of health 

and wellbeing, because it can be 

very wide…And they said make it 

as wide as you want it to be, 

anything at all to do with health.  

So I looked at the Five Ways to 

Wellbeing, and they’ve got five 

steps which is about connecting 

and being active and all the rest of 

it.”   

 

Being active:  “… figures in the census the physical activity 

level across all ages in this  area is very, very low…The 

other was isolation ,social isolation so what I’ve been trying 

to do is to attack both those  problems in one go.   For 

instance health walks.   So they get  activity and they get to 

chat as they’re going around…”  

Participate: “We went into schools and we talked with 

young people in the schools, we invited them to participate 

in the logo competition erm so we had a child’s logo as well 

as an adult community logo.”  



Phase 2 of the study plans to look at  
 

(1) ways that communities come together to take 

action or get involved as a result of Big Local (and 

what enables or inhibits this in different 

neighbourhoods) 

 

(2) any social and health impacts for individuals and 

communities that occur in the shorter-term  

 

How? 

 

 

 



Understanding early health and social impacts 

 

 
Resources for action 

(e.g. knowledge, 

experience, confidence, 

networks, funding)   
Community actions 

to address common 

priorities/influence 

decisions of others  

 

Social 

relationships  

(e.g. 

involvement in 

community life) 

Material 

conditions 

(e.g. physical 

improvements 

to areas) 

External 

perceptions of 

areas 

Local 

organisations 

and decision 

making (e.g. 

councils) 

People’s  

experiences of 

control, health 

and wellbeing 

Capturing detailed 

descriptions of changes  

and impacts in 15 areas 

(interviews, observing) 

Local 

newspaper 

reporting 

Short 

questionnaire  of 

involved 

residents in 15 

areas  

Neighbourhod 

record tool 

Cases studies 

of community  

action 

Improving conditions that influence 

health and wellbeing (‘determinants’) 

Impacts on individuals’ health and wellbeing 

(residents directly  involved in BL) 



Potential for unwanted/negative effects on 

wellbeing? 

“Well I am a bit worried about the control 

element because on a health and wellbeing 

level yes as I said before if you are included, 

if you are respected, valued, discussed with 

blah, blah, blah yes however handing 

control can I think work to a disadvantage 

sometimes... you know with the 

Government handing over power to local 

councils you’re then at the mercy of the 

people who are running the councils.”  

Possible issues: 

 

• risk of stress or burnout 

 

• feeling powerless when 

struggling to change things 

 

• motivations of others  

 

“it feels a little bit like you are going through 

unchartered territory and of course you are 

looking back and you think, well you know we 

made it here that is ok but it was bloody hard 

to get there in the first place…” 



Understanding long term impacts? 

• Our research is currently until March 2017 – Big Local goes 

beyond this in its timescales 

• Building blocks for longer term evaluation (e.g. tracking routinely 

collected information about health of local populations) 



Summing up: Why might organisations working 

on health/wellbeing be interested in Big Local 
 

• Access to community knowledge and experience 

• Understand how Big Local approaches and actions could 

address health/wellbeing priorities  

• Learn how they can work in partnership with communities on 

common goals 

 

• Local and national policy agendas (NHS, Public Health, 

Localism Act) 

• Public health teams moved into LAs 



How find out more about this research 

• Network for residents and others involved in Big Local with 

interest in study – to stay informed and get involved in shaping 

resources produced from Phase 1&2 

 

• Datasets available on all 150 Big Local areas; cover a number 

of variables, from population size and various demographics to 

health, informal care, crime rates and traffic accidents  

 

Please get in touch with  

e.halliday@lancaster.ac.uk    

Tel: 01524 592980 
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