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Health Creation empowers communities to address root causes, fostering equitable, 
sustainable health outcomes through relational strategies. 

According to Sir John Bell, professor of medicine at Oxford University and chair of Our Future 
Health, one credible future for healthcare rests on new and anticipated preventive medicines 
and community infrastructure to deliver a “one shot” style of preventive healthcare through 
enhanced prediction, earlier diagnosis, and better interventions. 

In an RSA lecture on 13 November 2023 using obesity as an example, he explained how new 
drugs to tackle obesity can hugely reduce the incidence of up to 78 other diseases for which 
obesity is a high-risk factor; establishing inexpensive covid-style community settings to screen, 
diagnose and medically treat the underlying risk factors (including obesity) completes the 
preventive treatment and increases longevity. 

Impressive stuff. But with such a singular focus on pharmacological intervention, this approach 
overshadows the causes of preventable ill health and the additional gains of a non-medical 
approach. 

This is precisely the focus of the Health Creation Alliance’s recently published manifesto for 
whole system change, Health Creation: for now and future generations. When you look through 
the “community lens” rather than the service lens, which Health Creation demands you do, you 
start to see the common cause of many preventable illnesses and their risk factors – an 
imbalance or abuse of power. At an organised level, these social injustices systematically 
disempower and have an exclusionary and isolating effect on people. 

Health Creation offers a “one shot” solution; to create the conditions for people to connect 
meaningfully – to themselves, to each other and to services and systems. Because this is the 
antidote to the disconnection caused by social injustice and it leads, over time, to increased 
confidence that enables people to take control of their lives and environments and redress the 
power imbalance. These are the 3Cs of Health Creation – Connections build Confidence to take 
Control. 

Through equal partnerships, we can blend informal community-led provision and formal and 
statutory services, support the redesign of pathways and services, negotiate the removal of 

system barriers, and change how we invest in community infrastructure. 

 

Statutory guidance requires systems to work with people and communities. One way to make 
sure we get the nuanced power dynamics of the relationships right is to apply a handful of 
simple “relational” rules diligently to all our relationships, including with communities and 
other local partners who can address the wider determinants of health, and invest money and 
resources to support community member connections. This enables the emergence of a new 
ecosystem. 

https://thehealthcreationalliance.org/manifesto/


2 
 

Through equal partnerships, we can blend informal community-led provision and formal and 
statutory services, support the redesign of pathways and services, negotiate the removal of 
system barriers, and change how we invest in community infrastructure. Doing this, while 
keeping one eye on our human social right to health, offers more people better access to health 
(as well as to healthcare). 

The Essex Recovery Foundation is building a visible recovery community, empowered and using 
their voice to influence how services function, change perceptions of dependency and drive the 
future of recovery in Essex. 

This vibrant community of people with lived and living experience of drug and alcohol 
dependency began as an idea of Essex County Council’s Head of Wellbeing and Public Health. 
Starting by building connections – with and between people with lived experience as well as 
with colleagues from across the council and NHS – a new community emerged of equal 
partnerships. 

The initial galvanising activity was to establish a charity together; the chosen structure was to 
support peers to self-organise, develop their work and for long-term sustainability. Members of 
the charity and wider community with leadership strengths and the desire to get involved were 
also invited to jointly chair and drive the agenda of the local commissioning group and other 
planning and development groups overseeing services. 

Building the community’s strength to self-organise and lead and gradually handing 
responsibility to the emerging peer-led network to set the strategic direction and decide how to 
spend the £15m a year drug and alcohol budget – including through investment in long-term 
peer-support networks – is now the main work of the charity in partnership with statutory and 
other partners. 

This involves listening to people with lived and living experience, being prepared to hear and 
respond to the truth about what isn’t working, co-developing services in line with feedback, and 
building in reciprocity that supports a shift to a healthy balance of power between the 
community and services. 

There was work to do to persuade local councillors of the benefits of handing over power and 
changing the Council’s role to a “commissioning support unit” with a reshaped menu of 
treatments and services blended with informal provision based on connection and confidence-
building that enables people to take control of their lives. There are signs of better and shorter 
engagement in less intensive treatments as more effective routes into recovery become 
available. 

“Seeing the community take control has been amazing”. 

 Ben Hughes, head of wellbeing, Essex County Council 

 

Professor Bell makes the point that “You can fix all of them [diseases] by getting to some of the 
root causes”. Both Our Future Health and Health Creation focus on addressing the root causes, 
are inexpensive, help people to live long lives in good health, and reduce GP presentations and 
the need for acute care. 
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While the former may well be part of our collective clinical future, the latter offers a route to a 
more connected and humane future where people and communities are in control and 
participate in creating health on their own terms. Health Creation enhances our physical, 
mental and social health and wellbeing and helps reduce inequity; now is the time to embrace 
it fully, alongside the treatment of illnesses and the prevention of ill health. 

* The “relational rules” we have identified are: listening and responding, truth-telling, strengths-
focus, self-organising, reciprocity, powershifting/power-sharing. 

 


