
What Works for 
Wellbeing?

1Wellbeing Data Users 27th



2

Increasing wellbeing in the UK 



and decreasing wellbeing inequalities



Introduction

What improves wellbeing?
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How are you going to 
change lives?

Unemployment

Social connections

Physical exercise

Quality jobs Commuting
Air Quality

More choirs

Less commuting

Better jobs

But what are the tradeoffs?



What Works Centre 
for Wellbeing

Introduction



We operate as a Network

Introduction 

What Works Network 

Systematically looking across the evidence 



Introduction 

What Works Network

Credible
• Independent
• Evidence based
Relevant
Well-communicated

To enable better decision-making



Nancy Hey
Centre Director

Introduction 

What Works Centre for Wellbeing 



Introduction

Awareness – Engagement - Impact

“Increasing wellbeing in the UK and 
decreasing wellbeing inequalities”

Capabilities
Opportunities
Motivations

More and better 
quality 

wellbeing 
evidence

Increased use of 
wellbeing 
evidence

Better 
decisions

Recognition of wellbeing  
evidence 

Wellbeing 
evaluations

Increased 
measurement

Implementation 

Relevant 
Accessible
Credible 

Clear overview of 
evidence

Translation 



What do we know?

Emerging findings

What do we know



Products | the impact pathway

Culture and Sport

Music & Singing Sport, dance & young people

Coming up:
• Visual arts and adults with 

mental health conditions
• Outdoor recreation and families

Case studies

The measure matters:
• Life Satisfaction – the link with music and singing, 

taking part in sport are small compared to 
unemployment

• ‘In the moment’ – music, sport greater than 
unemployment 



Products | the impact pathway

Work and Learning

Good jobs
Social relations 
and team workingImproving job quality

A job is good for 
wellbeing, on average
A ‘high quality’ job is 
better
Not about blue vs white 
collar – any job can be a 
‘good job’

Actions which employers can 
take to improve wellbeing



Products | the impact pathway

Work and Learning - Transitions

Retirement

Unemployment & (re)employment
Gender and unemployment 

We know that 
wellbeing impact 
on men greater 
on average than 
women. 
However, women 
with gender 
egalitarian 
attitudes suffer 
more even than 
males on 
average. 

Importance of 
social support, 
of employability. 
Benefits with re‐
employment 
depend on type 
of job.



Products | the impact pathway

Work and Learning

Learning at work

Coming up:
• Cost effectiveness analysis of work 

and learning interventions
• Impact of wellbeing on transitions
• Wellbeing and progression in work
• Wellbeing and barriers to learning for 

school leaversSecondary analysis

Wellbeing benefits of job 
related training mainly 
through increase in job 
satisfaction. 
Greatest wellbeing 
benefits in most 
deprived areas of London 
compared to least 
deprived areas. 



Section | title

Community Wellbeing: Defining, Assessing
Our working definition| Community wellbeing

We have chosen this this broad, working definition to guide our thinking: 

“Community wellbeing is the combination of social, economic, environmental, 
cultural, and political conditions identified by individuals and their 
communities as essential for them to flourish and fulfil their potential.”
[Wiseman and Brasher, 2008: 358]

Community wellbeing can be assessed according to 
different aspects of life, but usually includes health, 
economy, social relations and security. 
Some important aspects that are often left out include: 

• sustainability

• inequality

• considerations of intangible cultural 
heritage

• inter-generational relations. 



Developing a Theory of Change
Indicators and frameworks

Slide deck



Products | the impact pathway

Community Wellbeing

Place: Scoping reviews of housing Power: Co‐production People: Social Relations

• Neighbourhood 
design and 
maintenance

• mixed populations
• local events
• ways for local people 

to share information
• Greater opportunities 

for residents to 
influence decisions

Rather than large‐scale 
policies, encourage local 
understanding and 
action.



Products | the impact pathway

Community Wellbeing

Wellbeing inequalities: concepts, measures, drivers

Coming up:
• Housing for vulnerable people
• Economic model of Housing First interventions
• Joint decision‐making and empowerment
• Community infrastructure
• Heritage
• Wellbeing and local conditions 
• Public hearings on vulnerable people and 

systems change

• Unemployment and low income
• Rural communities, higher average 

wellbeing masks greater wellbeing 
inequalities

• Use of green space and cultural 
activities lower wellbeing inequalities



So what?

Emerging findings

What does this mean?



What does this mean?

1. It works. 
So what?
Confident? 
How cost effective?
Mechanisms? / How 
to deliver?

20

Singing together

Physical exercise

Good Jobs



What does this mean?

How confident? 

Strong

For whom? 



What does this mean?
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Cost Effective? 
Housing First

Workplace Wellbeing



Music and Singing
• Connecting with others
• Sense of belonging
• Progress
• Listening to music itself

What does this mean?
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What are the mechanisms?

How should it be delivered?



What does this mean?

2. Convince me
Make the case
Which option in this 
context?
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Social relations

Job quality interventions



What does this mean?
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Make the case: co-benefits or savings



26

Economic pay-offs per £1 
investment NHS

Other 
public 
sector

Other Total

Whole school anti-bullying programme 0.68 - 0.90 1.58

School-based social & emotional learning 
(impacts on depression only) 0.35 0.02 4.71 5.08

Workplace wellbeing programme 0.05 2.31 2.37

Workplace stress alleviation 0.30 0.18 1.52 2.00

Collaborative care for physical health 
problems 0.26 1.26 1.52

Loneliness alleviation for older people 0.95 0.31 1.26

Debt and welfare advice 0.22 0.81 1.57 2.60

Suicide prevention 2.17 0.76 36.18 39.11

Economic pay-offs per £1 
invested

Very conservative analysis: not all long term impacts or non-mental health 
impacts included in analysis

McDaid, Park & Knapp (2017) report published by Public Health England



What does this mean?
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3. It’s complicated
What are the tradeoffs? 
Understand and communicate 
the bigger picture

Creating new jobs

Environmental impacts





What does this mean?
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4. How 
we do things 
differently
…in practice

Co-production

Kindness



Final challenge: useful evidence 
reaching a ready audience

…into action



Website:
October 2016
6k views and 2.3k visitors

Twitter: 5.2k followers
Evidence alerts: 1.9k people on mailing list
Product downloads: 15.3k downloads

Engagement

September 2017
13.4k views and 4k visitors

Engagement | the impact pathway





CHAMPION

DEFINE

INCREASE 
VISIBILITY

INTERACT

LEARN

ADAPT

Building awareness and positive attitudes 
towards evidence use

Building mutual understanding and agreement 
on policy‐relevant questions and the kind of 

evidence needed to answer them

Facilitating interactions between decision‐
makers and researchers

Supporting decision‐makers to develop skills in 
accessing and making sense of evidence

Influencing decision‐making structures and 
processes

MARKETING for good, making evidence the norm, prizes and 
professional recognition & focusing on what people care about

Providing communication of, and access to, 
evidence

Using journal clubs BUILDING CONSENSUS through Delphi panels

Tailoring and targeting & hotlines and helpdesks. Frame your 
evidence, TELL STORIES TO COMMUNICATE RESEARCH, use 
social media & create a recognisable and respected brand

SOCIAL INFLUENCE (evidence champions, opinion leaders, 
messengers, role models and ‘change agents’)

Understanding how adults learn, MENTORING and supervision;  
online learning

Structures & processes, support organisational change & 
MAKING EVIDENCE AN INSTITUTION 

A systematic review of systematic reviews

The science of using science



Engagement | the impact pathway

Awareness – Engagement - Impact

Chairing / Organising
• Social Impacts Taskforce 
• Wellbeing Expert Reference Group
• Strategic Council for Wellbeing at Work
• Local Authorities roundtable

Contributing to
• Charities Evaluation Working Group
• Cabinet Office What Works Network
• …

Organising
• Wellbeing in Policy course x 8
• Government Economic Service Introduction to Appraisal 
• Annual Lecture: John Helliwell, Wellbeing Inequalities
• Civil Service Live (7 workshops)
• Departmental lunchtime seminars

And contributing to
• PHE Conference 
• UK Evaluation Society
• Local Government Association
• Directors of Public Health
• College of Policing 
• ...
• …

Courses and events Groups



Section | titleEngagement| the impact pathway

“What a fantastic event. I loved it. Much great 
work done and much more to do to implement 
and understand what works best once 
implemented. I am proud to be part of the 
movement for change” 
Strategic Lead for Evidence at Manchester City Council

Over 4000 people from policy, 
practice and academia have attended 
our events, courses and roundtable.

“I have circulated the wellbeing housing briefing widely in 
Sheffield and teams have found this really useful.” 

Sheffield director of Public Health.

225 contributions to calls for evidence

“It was a great session! I’ve just presented a summary of 
what I learned from CS live to my team, including the 5 ways 
to wellbeing”

Deputy Director, Department for Education



Section | title

Resources

36



Core team products | the impact pathway

1. Interactive: uses videos and links to give continuous support
and feedback

2. Case study: one realistic example running throughout to 
show possible user journey

3. Progress tracker: gives user a sense of progress and learning

4. Ready to go: Survey Builder and slide set can be tailored by 
user and downloaded for immediate use

5. Feedback and questions: link for users to instantly email the 
Centre

Microsite for VCSE sector



Local Wellbeing Indicators



Calculate trade offs Case studies

Sector perspective (Clore / AITC)



What do you think?

Emerging findings

What do you think?


