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In March 2019, Oldham Council marked the world’s first Social Prescribing Day by awarding a
pioneering three-year contract to a local consortium of voluntary and community organisations.
This created a Social Prescribing Innovation Partnership arrangement which is thought to be one of
the first for the public sector in England.

Oldham is a co-operative borough. It’s a place with a strong history of working together and one
where everyone is encouraged to do their bit towards creating a confident and prosperous town to
live and work.

Our Thriving Communities programme takes an asset-based approach and seeks to build on the
strengths, people and groups that already enrich our neighbourhoods to take a stronger approach to
earlier intervention and prevention. By using community resources, we can tackle problems earlier
rather than dealing with costlier outcomes later. Crucially we can empower residents to take control
of their health, wellbeing and social welfare, by ensuring they can easily access the right help, at the
right time and in the right place.

In its Long-Term Plan, the NHS announced an intention to increase the prescribing of social activities
to patients, which is already embedded in Oldham. With nearly 10% of our residents self-identifying
as lonely, we’ve made a real commitment to tackling this through our community led-approach.

By connecting people to local groups, facilities and activities like walking, talking, gardening and
other social support, we can improve health and wellbeing far better than by simply providing
medication alone.

On awarding the three-year Social Prescribing contract we created a Social Prescribing Innovation
Partnership arrangement which is thought to be one of the first for the public sector in England.

This new partnership works alongside Oldham Cares Alliance partners and the Voluntary,
Community, Faith and Social Enterprise (VCFSE) sector to further co-design, establish and deliver our
social prescribing.

The model focuses on linking people into community groups to meet the ‘more than medical’ need —
but also puts community development at the heart of the model. We need to better support these
groups more in the future if we truly want them to do more to support our residents earlier in the
care pathway and stop their health needs escalating when it could have been different.

Rani came to Oldham from India three years ago and is recently widowed with a one-year-old
daughter. Her GP referred her for social prescribing due to mild depression. She contacted Action
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Together — the organisation running Social Prescribing in Oldham — and was linked up to a knitting
group at her local community centre. Her connector found a play and stay session for her daughter,
and Rani went on to start further education with Oldham Lifelong Learning Service and is now
looking for employment.

Rani said: “The Social Prescribing service is excellent - five stars. | am really happy and | have enjoyed
going to the sewing classes and MIND. | feel like they will really help me. | feel like someone is
looking out for me. | will be continuing to attend the activities.”

Working in a place context we have also developed community-led services joining professionals and
social workers, district nurses, health care assistants and representatives from the Social Prescribing
Innovation Partnership into integrated multidisciplinary teams (IMDTs). These work from the same
building sharing knowledge and resources to improve outcomes for residents.

Our Focused Care teams are a key part of integrated working, identifying social, financial,
educational or other factors within households where medication alone will not fix a problem. Based
in GP surgeries, they focus on the people who need care the most to improve their lives and reduce
pressure on the wider NHS.

Social prescribing focuses on building that critical community capacity and being the glue, which joins
people into that grassroots ‘more than medical support.” Focussed care has the ability to work with
individuals and families with more complex needs.

Dr John Patterson, chief clinical officer for the CCG and a key leader across the Oldham Cares
Alliance, said: “There are so many people who think they don’t deserve their mental health to be
fixed, or they don’t deserve to be happy. All these clichés are actually true and we see it again and
again, especially when people are overwhelmed by poverty and complexity. This is a project to focus
the care of the system onto our most vulnerable households. By giving these vulnerable families
access to good NHS and good general practice care; they reduce their A&E use by up to 40%.”

For further information contact:
Peter Pawson, Thriving Communities and PBI Programme Manager
Thriving.Communities@oldham.gov.uk

Related articles:
https://oldhamcares.com/thriving-communities/social-prescribing/

https://www.oldham.gov.uk/news/article/1655/oldham agrees pioneering contract on first-
ever_international social prescribing day
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