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 Explain the role of physical activity and social 
connection in our overall wellbeing 

An overview of the evidence base for 
interventions in these areas 

Show how impact and cost effectiveness can be 
understood and compared  

How we can work together to improve the 

global evidence base for improving wellbeing 

through community wide physical activity & 

social connection approaches  

Session aim 

Aims of the session  
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What, Why, How and Who 

Independent   Unbiased   Rigorous           Concise    Relevant   Accessible  

What Works 

for Children’s 

Social Care 

Wales Centre for 

Public Policy 

• Independent of government 

 

• Systematic reviews of the 

evidence base 

 

• Translate assessments into 

practical guidance 

 

• Identify and fill evidence gaps 

through trials 

 

• Incentivize and build the 

capacity of decision makers to 

generate and use evidence 



Nancy Hey 
Centre Director 

What, Why, How and Who 

What Works Centre for Wellbeing  



Types of evidence 

How do we know? 

• A lot of research studies 
• from different disciplines 

• about different people 

• Mostly cross-sectional 
• mostly don’t show causation 
• some important gaps 



• We have a tendency to look at studies that confirm 
what we already feel is true 
 

• These studies are of different qualities 
 

• There may be bias or gaps in the studies we 
currently have 
 

• Systematic reviews help us look at the full picture 
 

Systematic reviews 

Why we do systematic evidence reviews 



Towards a shared understanding of thriving  

What is wellbeing?  



Economic appraisal and evaluation of wellbeing impacts 

Wellbeing explained | Measure your impact 

2.3 Economic appraisal is based on the principles of 

welfare economics – that is, how the government can 

improve social welfare or wellbeing, referred to in the 

Green Book as social value.   

 
4.15 Individual and society’s wellbeing is influenced by a number 
of interrelated factors including health, relationships, security 
and purpose 
 
4.16 Where appropriate evaluations of previous or similar 
interventions, international and wellbeing evidence, should be 
used to design options that build on what works, to avoid 
repeating past mistakes.  
 
6.21 Subjective wellbeing evidence aims to capture the direct 
impact of a policy on wellbeing. The evidence can challenge 
decision makers to think carefully about the full range of an 
intervention’s impacts… 

 
https://whatworkswellbeing.org/appraisal/ 
 

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/appraisal/


Wellbeing explained | Measure your impact 

Wellbeing is ‘how we are doing’ 

• not just about how things look from the outside, 
but how we feel in ourselves and how we 
experience life as a whole 
 

• quality of life, good physical and mental health, 
relationships, trust, and being part of our 
communities 
 

• how external conditions affect our lives and 
how we function in society 
 

• it’s different for different people 



ONS Wellbeing Framework – informed by public debate  

What is wellbeing  

‘how we are doing’  
as individuals, communities and as a nation  

and how sustainable this is for the future 



1/18/2019 

National Context  

National Wellbeing Outcomes  



Wellbeing explained | Measure your impact 

Wellbeing is personal and subjective 

• it’s about feeling confident and satisfied 
 

• feeling safe, supported, recognised and 
appreciated 
 

• having a sense of belonging 
 

• having opportunities and a sense of purpose 
 

• so it should be measured using both objective 
and subjective measures 



How do we measure wellbeing? 

What is wellbeing?  

Measures overall evaluative perspective 
 

Measures positive feelings and experiences (affect) 
 

Measures purpose and functioning (eudemonia) 
 

Measures negative feelings and experiences (affect) 
 



World Leading Science  

World leading wellbeing 

data in the UK  



THE DATA 

  

How are we doing in the UK?  



The What Works Centre for Wellbeing 

Source: Data from ONS [1] 
Measured on scale 0 (lowest 
wellbeing) – 10 (highest wellbeing) 
 

How are we doing in Suffolk?  



What we know  

Typical wellbeing over a life time 



What do we know? 

Reflected in suicide rates and anti-depressant usage  



Who is in misery?  

Who has the poorest personal wellbeing?  

•1% of UK report low wellbeing across all measures 

= over half a million people  

 

•Self-reported very bad or bad health was the 

strongest factor associated with the poorest 

personal wellbeing. 

 

•Those self-reporting a disability were almost twice 

as likely to have the poorest personal wellbeing as 

those who said they were not disabled. 

 

•unpaid family workers had the highest likelihood of 

low wellbeing 



 

Three profiles of people at particular risk from loneliness 
were identified: 

 

1. Widowed older homeowners living alone with long-
term health conditions. 

 

2. Unmarried, middle-agers with long-term health 
conditions. 

 

3. Younger renters with little trust and sense of belonging 
to their area. 

 

 

Who is lonely? 

What circumstances associated with feeling lonely?  



What influences wellbeing  

    



Life Satisfaction impact  

• Employment = +0.5 units of life 
satisfaction  

 

• Physical active x1 week =+0.2 units 
life satisfaction  

 

• Listening to music = +0.1 units of 
life satisfaction  

 

• Classical music concert = +0.19 
units life satisfactions 

Happiness impact  

• Employment = +0.3 units happiness 

 

• Physical active x1 week = 0.17 units 
happiness  

 

• Listening to music = +0.8 units of 
happiness  

 

• Gospel concert = +0.72 units of happiness  

Latest 

How to compare and prioritise?  



Greater negative link with wellbeing 

Physical 
activity 

Partner 
relationship 

Music 

Employed 
Trust S’one  to 

rely on 

Unemployed 

Longer 
Commute 

Low-qual 
work 

Noise 
pollution 

Air pollution 

Years of 
Educat’n 

But it depends on the characteristics of the job. 
Those with greater stability, clarity and social 
relations tend to be best for wellbeing 

High qual 
work 

Mixed 
evidence or 

no effect 

Having a 
child 

Personal  Wider environment and play  Work 

Green 
Space 

Poor health  Loneliness  

Selected factors and link with Life Satisfactionn 

Note that this is not a meta-analysis, but rather a selection of independent variables from selected studies. 
Greater +ve and -ve effect demonstrate where selected studies have shown a greater than +/- 5% link with overall wellbeing.  
Smaller +ve and -ve effect shows a 1-5% link with overall wellbeing 

 
 

 

Smaller negative link with wellbeing 

Smaller positive link with wellbeing 

Greater positive link with wellbeing 

Greater negative link with wellbeing 

Smaller negative link with wellbeing 

Smaller positive link with wellbeing 

Greater positive link with wellbeing 

Basic needs 

What we know 

Wellbeing, Social Connection & Loneliness  



Local Area Adult Wellbeing Indicators 

Drivers of wellbeing using available local area data  

-> Download 

https://www.whatworkswellbeing.org/blog/what-wellbeing-data-do-local-authorities-need-to-make-better-decisions/
https://www.whatworkswellbeing.org/blog/what-wellbeing-data-do-local-authorities-need-to-make-better-decisions/


The What Works Centre for Wellbeing 

Source: Local Area Indicators [2] 
Scale measures difference +ve/-ve 
compared with English average 
0 = Average for English LAs 

Drivers of wellbeing using available local area data  



Wellbeing explained | Measure your impact 

• Young people’s happiness is at its lowest since 2010. 
 

• Fear of crime is the most common problem of all, affecting 2.2 million children. 
 

• One million children (18%) have seven or more  
serious problems in their lives. 
 

• Children facing seven or more of the 27 serious  
problems we asked about were 10 times more  
likely to be unhappy than those with none. 

 

Children’s wellbeing   

• Exercise and sport can help buffer the effects 
of problems in children’s lives 
• 18% of children who never or hardly ever 

exercise have low wellbeing 
• This falls to 7% when children exercise 

most days or every day 



Active Together 

Physical activity & Social Connection = 2 of 5  



What we know  

What are we doing that’s different?  



Social connections and 
wellbeing - evidence 



What Works Centre for Wellbeing 

Relationships 

Relationships are important for both individual and 
community wellbeing 
 
• For individuals - having a partner is as good for 

you as being made unemployed is bad for you 
 

• On a national level - social support is a big factor 
in explaining the variation between countries 
 

• In communities, relationships protect people from 
the effects of shocks  

 



What Works Wellbeing 

Key mechanism: trust 

Lego cars built from the same instructions differ if we think the 

instructions are written by someone with (right) or without (left) a 

shared identity  
(Greenaway et al, Personality and Social Psych Bulletin, 2015) 

It affects how we feel about 
ourselves and our place in our 
community 
 
Trust in gov/institutions explains 
variations in wellbeing between 
countries 
 
It also affects how we do things 
 
Living in a high-trust environment 
makes people more resilient to 
adversity 

It protects - being subject to discrimination, ill-health or unemployment (although always damaging 
to wellbeing) is much less damaging to those living in trustworthy environments 



What Works Wellbeing 

Key mechanism: belonging 

• People with a limiting long term illness or disability, those 
living in most deprived areas, and those living in cities were 
less likely to feel they belonged to their neighbourhood 
 

• Younger people, people living in the most deprived areas and 
people living in cities were less likely to feel they belonged to 
Britain 
 

• Feelings of not belonging (to group, neighbourhood, 
workplace) may lead to a sense of alienation and loneliness.  

 
• People who feel less belonging to their neighbourhood feel 

lonely more often, as do those who feel little trust of others in 
their local area 
 



LONELINESS 
What we know - so far 

An overview of evidence reviews:  
the effectiveness of interventions to 
address loneliness at all stages of the life-
course  (Oct 2018) 

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/loneliness/ 

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/loneliness/


Key findings: 
 
• Conceptual confusion between loneliness 

and social isolation, and a range of measures 
used 

• Evidence base skewed towards interventions 
aimed at older people 

• A wide range of approaches and types of 
intervention 

• No clear evidence that one intervention is 
better than another 

Loneliness | Review of reviews 

Recommendation: use a tailored approach, avoid stigma, support 
meaningful relationships. 





Specific interventions  |  Review of reviews 

Leisure activities 

Physical activities 

Music 

Indoor and outdoor 

gardening 

P 

G 

P 

G 

No effect found 

Effect inconclusive 

Positive effect 

P 

G 

Published studies 

Grey literature or unpublished 

studies 



What works for whom, when & how 

- sport, dance, social connection  

    



Wellbeing explained | Measure your impact 

Depending on the type of activity and the way it’s 
delivered, taking part is associated with wellbeing 
through: 
 
• social connections 
• feelings of pleasure and happiness 
• a sense of purpose 
• self confidence 
• relaxation 
• creative skills and expression 
• increased aspiration and ambition 

However, taking part can also be associated with 
negative wellbeing in participants - connected to 
their concerns about competency and capability 

Sport and dance participation and wellbeing of young people 



Wellbeing, social connection & physical activity add-ons 

Community wellbeing | Findings 



Research perspective  

Evidence could be better!  

“Surprisingly, despite thousands of sport 
and dance interventions taking place 
across the UK, in the published literature 
from the past decade, there is limited 
good quality evidence, and very little 
conducted in the UK.  This points to a 
need for better structures for measuring, 
collecting and using evaluations to build 
national and local evidence bases.”   



State of the evidence  |  Review of reviews 

It’s hard to compare results because of the  

variability of types of   

INTERVENTION 

and 

SETTING 

MEASURES USED 



Understanding 
effectiveness 



Outcome Measure 
 
Physical wellbeing (activity level):  
 

 
Days in past week in which 30 minutes or more physical activity  

Mental wellbeing (subjective wellbeing)  
 

Life satisfaction, feeling that things you do are worthwhile, happiness, 
anxiety 

Individual Development (self-efficacy)  
 

To what extent do you agree with the statement ‘I can achieve most of the 
goals I set myself‘?  
 

Social & Community Development (social trust)
  
 

To what extent do you agree or disagree that most people in your local area 
can be trusted?  
 

Demographic data Gender, age, ethnicity, disability or illness, religion, sexual identity, postcode 
 

Strategic Outcomes Question Bank (4.1a) 



Community wellbeing – tools and resources 

Online measurement toolkit for VCSE sector  

 
whatworkswellbeing.org/measure 



Wellbeing explained | Measure your impact 

Principles of good evaluation 

• Focus on the change you want to see, not the number  
of activities you run 
 

• Look at the full range of the difference you make –  
not just the final goal 
 

• Use realistic and proportional evaluation methods 
 

• Think about how, who and when to measure change 
 

• Be willing to act on your findings 
 

• If possible: share what you find with participants,  
funders and other organisations  



What is Get Out Get Active (GOGA)? 
Spirit of 2012 funds Get Out, Get Active 
(GOGA) - a £4.5 million initiative, which 
brings together 18 localities in England, 
Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales 
and numerous national partners.  

The first programme of its kind on such 
a scale, GOGA supports disabled and 
non-disabled people to enjoy being 
active together.  

Developed to get some of the UK's least 
active people moving more, GOGA will 
concentrate on fun and inclusive 
activities delivered over three years. 

Who’s also doing this?  

Examples 1 – Active Together for least active  

Looks like multiple 
measurable impacts  
 
 Targeting least 

active  
 Improves 

wellbeing 
 Reduces anxiety 
 Increases physical 

activity 
 Increases social 

connectedness 



Introduction  

Examples 2 – HASE Health & Sport Engagement 

Hounslow  

Evaluating complex 
community sport 
interventions is possible! 

 

 

 

https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/8/12/e024132  

https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/8/12/e024132


Now what?   |  Review of reviews 

Coming up: 

● Guide for charities on measuring loneliness 

 

● Conceptual review on loneliness and wellbeing 

across the lifecourse 

 

● Evidence synthesis: examining the contribution of 

intangible assets, volunteering, space and place and 

identifying mechanisms for change. Including practice 

examples 

 

● Advisory role on evaluations 
 

 



Thank you! 

Nancy.hey@whatworkswellbeing.org 

     

     

www.whatworkswellbeing.org 
@whatworksWB 

@work_life_you  

 


