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Who are we? 
Mobilising Community Assets to Tackle Health Inequalities (MCA) is a £30m UKRI-funded 

research programme, running over three phases from 2021-2027, led by Helen Chatterjee, 

Professor of Human and Ecological Health at University College London and Programme 

Director for Health Inequalities at the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC). The 

National Centre for Creative Health, which aims to embed creative health into health, social 

care and wider systems is a key partner on the programme.  

The programme investigates how community assets such as museums, libraries, creative 

and community organisations, and blue and green spaces can help to address health 

inequalities and how they can be strategically integrated into healthcare systems to improve 

population health. Forty funded projects across the UK are exploring the barriers and 

enablers to community and VCSE integration and effective cross-sectoral partnership 

working, with communities and lived experience at the centre.  

The interim findings from the programme provide insights into the key ingredients necessary 

for equitable and sustainable partnerships between systems and civil society. Our research 

focuses on health and care systems. The principles will apply to a broader relationship 

between government and civil society. However, we encourage the Government to consider 

how strong relationships and equitable partnerships between systems and civil society can 

improve population health, address inequalities and help to build an NHS fit for the future.  

https://www.ukri.org/what-we-do/browse-our-areas-of-investment-and-support/mobilising-community-assets-to-tackle-health-inequalities/
https://profiles.ucl.ac.uk/8183
https://ncch.org.uk/


A summary of the programme findings to date can be found in our interim report - 

https://ncch.org.uk/uploads/MCA-Interim-Report.pdf  

 

Q1. Are the 4 key principles- recognition, partnership, participation, 
transparency - the right ones? 
Based on the findings from the Mobilising Community Assets programme, we suggest that 

equity should be included as a key principle. For community-based organisations engaging 

with systems, balance of power has been shown to be a barrier to successful partnership. 

This can manifest in priority setting and decision-making, service design, and in the complex 

commissioning and contracting processes required of community-based organisations. 

Levelling hierarchies, involving community and lived experience expertise at all stages of the 

decision-making process and empowering and providing appropriate infrastructure for 

community-based organisations to respond appropriately to local need can be the most 

effective approach to addressing wicked problems such as health inequalities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q2. What are the enablers of effective partnership and what are the 
examples of best practice? 
Projects in the Mobilising Community Assets programme developed ways of working that 

support partnership working between community-based organisations and systems. This has 

facilitated the inclusion of community and lived experience expertise from populations often 

excluded from conversations about issues that directly affect them, including people living in 

the poorest areas of the country, living with a health condition and those marginalised due to 

their ethnicity or age.  

Enablers:  

Cross-sectoral Collaboration is vital for successful delivery. There are key ingredients that 

enable successful collaboration:  

- Time is necessary to build a shared language and understanding between 

partners from different sectors. Community-based organisations may need 

additional resource and capacity-building support to engage in this process. 

Example: Connecting Roots: Co-creating a Green Social Prescribing network in Walsall 

for health and wellbeing 

Connecting Roots supports local VCSE organisations to work collaboratively with each other 

and with other organisations in the health system so that nature-based activities and Green 

Social Prescribing can benefit more people. The project developed a design-led community 

engagement approach, including a series of creative workshops, which supported community 

members and local organisations to envision Social Prescribing in the area. This resulted in 

the development of a system vision and policy recommendations, the establishment of a 

Green Social Prescribing network in Walsall, as well as methods and processes to scale 

VCSEs in Green Social Prescribing through design that can be widely adopted. 

https://ncch.org.uk/uploads/MCA-Interim-Report.pdf
https://www.rca.ac.uk/research-innovation/projects/connecting-roots/


The importance of this relationship-building phase must be factored in when 

working with community partners and in funding and commissioning processes.  

 

- Readdressing power balance.  Community-based organisations often work at 

hyper-local level and are effective due to their good understanding of the local 

context and strong community links. Projects in the MCA programme found that 

shifting power and decision-making to communities led to more effective solutions 

and empowered communities to make further changes in their areas. In 

considering the relationship between government and civil society, devolution 

should facilitate this shift in power to communities, with infrastructure at combined 

authority and local authority level which empowers community-based 

organisations to best meet need.  

  

- Agility and flexibility to respond to local need whilst allowing for innovation is a 

strength of community-based organisations. Layers of bureaucracy within larger 

organisations can stifle this. When flexibility is built in (through reliable contracts, 

equal partnerships and sufficient funding and staffing), community organisations 

can do what they know best, with positive outcomes.  

  

- Sustainable funding models and long-term investment. Sustainable funding 

models facilitate the development of long-term partnerships and trusting 

relationships key to effective cross-sectoral partnerships, and free up capacity in 

community organisations to focus on delivery.  

 

- Supporting infrastructure that promotes collaboration rather than competition 

will amplify the benefits that civil society can bring. Community-based 

organisations often currently find themselves in competition with other grassroots 

organisations, when a collaborative approach could help to meet the needs of a 

diverse population, whilst avoiding duplication, increasing capacity and providing 

efficiencies for organisations. Collaborative community-based approaches could 

also facilitate the collection of data to evidence the long-term impact of 

investment in communities.  

  

- Data collection and measuring impact. Longer-term investment or routine 

commissioning of community-based programmes facilitates the capture of data 

that can feed back the long-term benefits to the economy and society of investing 

in communities and civil society. Developing capacity for data collection, 

monitoring and evaluation should be built into programmes which rely on 

community partners.  

  

 

 



Q3. What are the barriers to meaningful partnership and 
collaboration? 

- Inconsistent, short-term or project-based funding. Short-term funding impacts 

the sustainability and scalability of community-based initiatives, with capacity 

diverted from delivery to identifying further sources of income. When further 

funding is unavailable, ending an effective programme can result in more harm 

than good for participants and inhibits the collection of evidence of impact over 

the long-term. Limited project-based funding pots can lead to competition rather 

than collaboration between smaller community-based organisations.  

  

- Lack of supporting infrastructure for community assets. Interactions with 

systems can be complex for smaller community-based organisations. Funding 

and commissioning processes are demanding.  

  

- Evidencing impact of community-based approaches. Community-based 

approaches are holistic and person-centred. The impact may occur over the long-

term and may not be directly measurable. Short-term funding and limitations in 

capacity and resource for evaluation in small organisations compound this. 

Monitoring and reporting requirements can be overly onerous for small, 

grassroots organisations. A consistent approach to monitoring for government 

funded projects could relieve some of these burdens and contribute to a coherent 

dataset demonstrating impact at national level.  

  

- Availability of community assets. The most deprived areas often also have 

lower levels of social infrastructure and less funding to support community 

assets. To address inequalities, these communities must be supported to develop 

and maintain local assets.  https://www.jrf.org.uk/neighbourhoods-and-

communities/focusing-on-doubly-disadvantaged-neighbourhoods  

  

Q4. How do we ensure this Covenant holds weight and is effective? 
A cross-departmental and whole-system approach  

A thriving civil society will have benefits across society and can address pressing challenges 

such as the pressures on the NHS, health inequalities and barriers to opportunity. Achieving 

this requires a whole-system, approach.  To be effective, the Covenant must be a cross-

governmental initiative, with all departments recognising the contribution civil society can 

play in meeting departmental targets, as well as the levers they hold to support civil society 

to thrive in an equitable and sustainable way. This approach from national government 

should facilitate a whole-system approach, incorporating a wide range of partners, at 

regional, combined authority and place-level. 

Community-based approaches can work best when communities are empowered to identify 

their own priorities and co-design solutions. Whilst it is vital that supportive infrastructure 

from public services is in place to facilitate this, decision-making should be devolved to 

communities, to develop innovative, appropriate and targeted initiatives that best meet need.  

 

https://www.jrf.org.uk/neighbourhoods-and-communities/focusing-on-doubly-disadvantaged-neighbourhoods
https://www.jrf.org.uk/neighbourhoods-and-communities/focusing-on-doubly-disadvantaged-neighbourhoods


Resource and recognition from HM Treasury  

HM Treasury must recognise the value of civil society, and develop approaches that 

incorporate the long-term, societal return on investment. This will involve methodologies that 

look beyond immediate cost-savings and GDP and consider equitable and sustainable 

growth and longer-term impacts – for example, community-based initiatives that keep people 

healthier for longer will help to reduce the burden of preventable disease on the health 

system in the future. Investing in communities to provide these services in some of the 

poorest or most marginalised populations will help to address health inequalities, thought to 

cost the economy £32bn a year in lost productivity.   

Research that develops methodologies able to measure and articulate the full long-term 

social and economic impact of investment in civil society should be prioritised by funders to 

aid this process.  

Lived experience and community expertise must be central  

Lived experience should be central to the development of the Covenant and its 

implementation to ensure it meets the needs of those it is intended to support (see below).  

 

Q5. How do we harness the excellent ability of civil society to innovate 
and find new solutions to societal problems and how do we support 
that spirit to spread across the sector? 
 

Lived experience and community expertise must be central  

Lived experience engagement is vital to understanding the causes and impact of many 

societal issues and to co-design effective solutions. There are barriers to meaningful 

engagement. For example, practical challenges of providing transportation and payment, as 

well as the establishment of good relationships and creating safe spaces for the exchange of 

ideas. Infrastructure and processes that overcome these challenges to facilitate full and 

authentic lived experience and community involvement in policy-making and programme 

design must be supported. Projects in the Mobilising Community Assets programme have 

developed processes to facilitate the full involvement of lived experience experts – this has 

incorporated the provision of training and capacity building sessions, developing payment 

methods and peer support and mentoring.  

Currently, the benefits system restricts who can participate as experts by lived experience in 

paid activities within the VCSE sector. People are often prevented from participating 

because of the potential impact on benefits entitlements. Whilst innovative solutions to this 

issue have been developed, acknowledgement from the Department of Work and Pensions 

of the value of the contributions of people experiencing inequalities, both for individuals and 

systems, and the introduction of processes that support rather than hinder participation could 

help ensure authentic and meaningful lived experience involvement is an essential part of 

decision-making and service design.  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the context of health inequalities, Mobilising Community Assets finds that community-

based organisations are best placed to work with their communities to understand the 

barriers to good health and to co-produce appropriate, effective and acceptable services for 

individuals. Integrating community-based organisations helps systems to link with 

marginalised or vulnerable groups who may not access services, and to reduce inequalities 

in communities of greatest need. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Building a supportive infrastructure  

The key ingredients identified above should be in place to achieve this effectively.  

 

Infrastructure and funding models should be established that support civil society to respond 

in a flexible and agile way, co-developing, with communities, innovative solutions to meet 

community-identified needs. Whilst the programmes themselves may be bespoke to 

hyperlocal populations, the structures that allow this work to happen can be spread and 

scaled across the country and embedded into systems and regional and national 

government. An infrastructure supportive of civil society should remove the precariousness 

of short-term funding, providing consistency, security and scope for iterative programme 

evolution and professional development. Place-based funding models should encourage and 

incentivise collaboration rather than competition between smaller organisations. Establishing 

such infrastructure will help to meet key local priority targets and contribute to wider system 

priorities – for example the Integrated Care System (ICS) duties to improve population health 

outcomes, tackle inequalities, enhance productivity and value for money, and support 

broader social and economic development. In turn, this will support the Government to 

achieve its key missions and targets.  

Example: CHOICE - Challenging Health Outcomes and Integrating Care Environments: 

a community consortium to tackle health disparities for people living with mental 

illness in Northern Ireland.  

Working with Experts by Experience (EbE), CHOICE used community-based participatory 

research and arts-based approaches to highlight the experience of people living with severe 

mental illness (SMI), and the relationship between exclusion and health. A coalition was 

formed with cross-sectoral partners and agencies across Northern Ireland to co-design 

solutions to health and social inequalities associated with SMI, to reduce stigma, and to 

support people to access community assets. A series of photovoice workshops were held with 

EbE, culminating in an exhibition through which participant voices and experiences were 

made visible. 

Example: Building and evidencing community asset partnerships in housing and 

health to address health disparities in North-east and North Cumbria ICS (See Me 

North)  

This project brings together a range of services, academics and people who have been 

homeless to work together to improve the health and wellbeing of all community members. 

Innovative research approaches ensured Experts by Experience (EbE) were equal partners 

in the project. Approaches included an innovation budget through which EbE could design a 

project to improve service delivery, and providing access to an accredited research skills 

training module. Through a series of cross-sectoral stakeholder workshops, which created 

connections and developed networks, a shared understanding was formed across service 

providers, researchers and EbE, and a digital map of homelessness services was produced. 

 

https://www.ulster.ac.uk/research/topic/psychology/projects/choice
https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/news-events/news/connecting-services-and-communities-to-support-people-experiencing-homelessness/
https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/news-events/news/connecting-services-and-communities-to-support-people-experiencing-homelessness/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evidencing civil society impact  

The Mobilising Community Assets programme has provided research funding to establish 

effective multi-disciplinary and cross-sectoral consortia, bringing together academics, 

community representatives, health and local government. This approach has facilitated the 

collection of data and generation of an evidence-base demonstrating the impact of 

embedding community assets into systems. Further research of this sort, which supports the 

involvement of community representatives as co-researchers and allows funding to flow to 

community assets to support implementation, should be encouraged to continue to build our 

understanding of what works well, in a way that responds directly to community-identified 

needs.  

Where shown to be effective during the funding period, such consortia should be embedded 

within the system and supported financially to ensure sustainability.  For example, dedicated 

posts within Integrated Care Systems could support VCSE and community-based 

organisations networks and facilitate the development and maintenance of cross-sectoral 

consortia.   

 

Enable research within community organisations 

UKRI, and other public funders of research, should change their funding policy to allow more 

funding to go directly to community organisations, rather than funding all going directly to 

universities. This could develop research capacity in community assets and create space for 

improved evaluation and innovation in organisations that do not currently have the resource 

to do this. Research funding going directly to community organisations would also create 

more equity in relationships between public funders, universities and community assets, 

redressing some of the existing power imbalances.  

 

 

Example: Pathways to health through cultures of neighbourhoods, Southampton  

Pathways brings together a trans-disciplinary team of academics, civic leaders, health 

professionals, charities and cultural and creative partners to co-create and design pathways 

to health, learning from young people (age 11-16). The project aimed to understand what 

culture means to young people, how they use place-based cultural assets, and how they feel 

about the places where they live. These insights were used to re-imagine cultural provision 

within an integrated care system, to reduce future health challenges and to empower young 

people to shape their own pathways to health. The research and knowledge exchange 

architecture established during the project is now being utilised by decision-makers in the 

city, and a Young Researcher Training Programme has been developed, providing young 

people with skills and a qualification in research processes. 

https://www.pathways-to-health.org/


Q6. How do we make the new relationship a reality, especially in the 
current economic context? 
Recognising the long-term social and economic benefits of investing in civil society is vital to 

make this new relationship a reality. While the costs of community-based programmes and 

interventions are often low, with good Social Returns on investment, rethinking the way that 

funding works for smaller community-based organisations and establishing a supporting 

infrastructure that makes interaction with systems easier, will amplify the impact civil society 

can have. A cross-governmental approach to supporting civil society, including HM Treasury, 

will help this potential to be realised.  

Further research that develops methodologies to fully capture the value and impact of civil 

society is necessary. This should be developed with HM Treasury, to ensure the full value of 

civil society is captured in all policymaking decisions.   


