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Social Prescribing — A new hype or understated possibility?
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Social Prescribing is also known as Community Referral; for a long time, people have been working in
communities to support activities that are good for people’s wellbeing. However, now the NHS has
committed to creating infrastructure so that social prescribing is available for all who need it3. The NHS
promised at least 1000 trained Social Prescribing links in GPs networks; so at least 900,000 people can be
referred by social prescribing by 2023/24, the largest investment in Social Prescribing made globally by
national health system.

How does social prescribing work?

It allows health professionals like GPs or practice nurses to refer people to local, non-clinical services.
Social Prescribing seeks to address people’s needs in holistic ways allowing individuals to take greater
control of their own health. It recognises that people’s wellbeing and health are determined by a range of
economic, social, and environmental factors2. A key target group is patients who may require a greater
level of social and emotional support to improve wellbeing and health, than that which is available in routine
carel.

Who is social prescribing dedicated to?

The main reason for developing Social Prescribing comes from the fact that many people in UK are
currently in specific circumstances that often have detrimental effects on their health. These factors include
financial, educational, poor housing, isolation, relationship breakdown and physical and mental health
problems4,5. Of relevance here are those individuals with complex needs, wanting to improve their
situation—but the required changes seem impossible to achieve without support6. Social Prescribing is
more than advice or suggestions somebody might benefit from; like getting out into the garden, taking up
exercise or joining a choir. A key part of the strategy is the provision of trained workers who are employed
to give people time, since the GP’s surgery is usually a place people go when they do not know where else
to turn. It is estimated that 20% of people visit their GP practice for what is primarily a social issue rather
than a health problem.

What are the main elements of social prescribing scheme?

Social Prescription themes are usually provided by the community sector or voluntary organisations. They
can include art activities, group learning, gardening, cookery, healthy eating advice and a range of sports. It
is designed to support people with a wide range of social, emotional, or practical needs and many schemes
are focused on improving physical wellbeing and mental health.

Main elements include but are not restricted to:

1. Health care professional that makes an initial referral. Most often GPs, but referral can also be made by
a practice nurse, nurse specialist or a consultant.
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2. A link worker. Referrals from the health professional go to the link worker, this is usually a non-clinically
trained person. A link worker spends time with a person to work out their needs and goals.

3. A range of local community, voluntary, and social enterprise groups to which a person can be referred.
The range of groups differ between locations and a link worker would usually build up this local knowledge
of groups and services. These can include lunch clubs, walking groups, books, nature-based activities,
physical activity classes or counselling.

Does social prescribing work?

There is a growing body of evidence that social prescribing can lead to a range of positive health and
wellbeing outcomes. Studies have pointed to improvements in quality of life and emotional wellbeing,
mental and general wellbeing, and levels of depression and anxiety. Furthermore, comorbidity and frailty
decreased while activity of patients increased6,8. There are different models of Social Prescribing that are
applied throughout England, most involve a link worker who works with people to access local sources of
support. For example, at the newly opened RHS Garden Bridgewater in Worsley, Greater Manchester, a
newly created role for a therapeutic gardener allows gardening to be used as a therapy on pilot scheme.

RHS Garden Bridgewater in Worsley, Greater Manchester. More details:
https://www.rhs.org.uk/gardens/bridgewater

Social Prescribing does not replace medical treatment, but it gives a new future to people who need
connection rather than just medication. Despite improving patients' well-being, further research is needed to
identify who is most likely to benefit from Social Prescribing, and which interventions are most cost
effective.
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