
 

Royal Society for Public Health response to: A Manifesto for Health 

Royal Society for Public Health (RSPH) is an independent health education and campaigning charity, committed to 

improving and protecting the public’s health and wellbeing. We are the world’s longest-established public health 

body with over 5000 members committed to supporting the public’s health. Activities include providing 

qualifications and public health programmes, alongside campaigning on issues to support better health and 

wellbeing for the public. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Public Health is pivotal in supporting the wellbeing and growth of the country, and creates the foundation to support 

all members of our society to thrive creating a fairer society.  

 

Alongside necessary regulation which supports people to make healthy choices, is having a well-supported and a 

properly funded public health workforce (PHW), to adequately plan and deliver prevention services. The PHW works 

closely with communities, promoting health and wellbeing, preventing co-morbidities and illness, addressing stark 

inequalities and ultimately alleviating pressures and costs on the NHS and social care.  

 

Going forward, it is important to view public health as being everyone’s responsibility, including governments, 

organisations, businesses and communities. Increasingly we are seeing businesses playing a role in public health, 

ensuring staff and local communities health and wellbeing is supported. Communities also play a key role in 

prevention and public health, and must be given the tools – including support from the PHW – to do this.  

 

 

2. Importance of Prevention 

A preventative approach to public health is vital to ensure population-level wellbeing, sustainable public services, 

and the long-term financial prosperity of the country.1  

• Each additional year of good health achieved through public health interventions are 3.5 times cheaper 

than NHS interventions, costing £3,800 compared to £13,500.2 

• Evidence shows that for every £1 invested in diabetes prevention, returns £1.28 and increases healthy life 

expectancy.3 

 

3. Examples of effective public health approaches and programmes in the UK 

Sure Start 

Launched in 1998, Sure Start was driven by local partnerships of voluntary groups, parents and local authorities in 

the most deprived areas. Services were based on locally-defined needs and the objectives included improving social 

and emotional development, health, learning and strengthening families and communities.  

The Sure Start programme had many public health benefits, including positive longer-term health outcomes and 

significant cost savings to the NHS through prevention.4  

 
1 Masters et al., Return on investment of public health interventions: a systematic review, BMJ, 2017 
2 The Health Foundation, Public health grant: What it is and why greater investment is needed, 2022 
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/charts-and-infographics/public-health-grant-what-it-is-and-
why-greater-investment-is-needed  
3 Thomas et al.  Assessing the potential return on investment of the proposed UK NHS diabetes prevention 
programme in different population subgroups: an economic evaluation, BMJ Open 2017 
4 The health impacts of sure start (2023) Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at: 
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/health-impacts-sure-start (Accessed: March 13, 2023). 

https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/charts-and-infographics/public-health-grant-what-it-is-and-why-greater-investment-is-needed
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/charts-and-infographics/public-health-grant-what-it-is-and-why-greater-investment-is-needed
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/health-impacts-sure-start


• Providing access to Sure Start at the level of the programme’s peak closed about a half of the gap in 

hospitalisation rates between the 30% poorest and 30% richest areas by the end of primary school.5 

• The impacts of this large-scale public health programme persisted even after children were too old for the 

scheme.6 

• The direct savings to the NHS from fewer hospitalisations (as a result of the programme) at ages 5-11 

amount to about £5 million per cohort, or just 0.4% of average annual spending on Sure Start.7 

• Evidence suggests that programmes such as ‘Sure Start’ are most effective when supporting children from 

poorer communities and we must, first and foremost, ensure that the most socio-economically vulnerable 

people are sufficiently supported through these approaches where the benefits can be felt most.  

PrEP 

PrEP, prevents infection with HIV by stopping the virus from replicating and it has been shown to shown to be a 

highly effective method for preventing HIV.8 It’s roll-out is part of a UK Government set target to reach HIV 

elimination by 2030. It had (and continues to have) grass-roots activism input, support from healthcare leads as well 

as cross-Government support. 

• This drug has been inaugurated into public health campaigns across the UK with a focus on eradicating new 

HIV diagnosis by 2030. 9  

• Evidence demonstrates that PrEP reduces the risk of getting HIV from sex by about 99% when taken as 

prescribed.10  

• However, the effectiveness of PrEP is lower for socio-economically disadvantaged communities,11 likely due 

to a lack of knowledge, awareness and access to the significant public health benefits it may provide. Black 

African men and women are less likely to know about PrEP. 12 

 

Smoking harms 

In 2019, the UK Government set out the ambition to make England smokefree by 2030 (smoking prevalence of 5% or 

less).  

 
5 Ucl (2022) Sure start delivered major health benefits for children in poorer neighbourhoods, UCL News. 
Available at: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2019/jun/sure-start-delivered-major-health-benefits-children-
poorer-neighbourhoods  (Accessed: March 22, 2023).  
6 The health impacts of sure start (2023) Institute for Fiscal Studies. Available at: 
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/health-impacts-sure-start (Accessed: March 16, 2023). 
7 Hatched (2020) Sure start had major health benefits for children in poorer neighbourhoods, Nuffield 
Foundation. Nuffield Foundation. Available at: https://www.nuffieldfoundation.org/news/sure-start-had-
major-health-benefits-for-children-in-poorer-neighbourhoods (Accessed: March 28, 2023).  
8 Prep (2022) Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Available 
at: https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/basics/prep.html (Accessed: March 22, 2023).  
9 South West: Increasing uptake of prep in under-served groups (2023) Local Government Association. Available 
at: https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/south-west-increasing-uptake-prep-under-served-
groups#:~:text=The%20PrEP%20challenge&text=The%20government%20has%20set%20a,stopping%20the%20
virus%20from%20replicating (Accessed: March 22, 2023).  
10 Prep effectiveness (2022) Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention. Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/hiv/basics/prep/prep-
effectiveness.html#:~:text=PrEP%20reduces%20the%20risk%20of,74%25%20when%20taken%20as%20prescri
bed (Accessed: March 22, 2023).  
11 Real-world effectiveness of pre-exposure prophylaxis in men at high ... (no date). Available at: 
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(22)00106-2/fulltext (Accessed: March 22, 
2023).  
12 Prep knowledge, attitudes and usage among Black African communities in England (2020) HIV Prevention 
England. Available at: https://www.hivpreventionengland.org.uk/2020/07/30/prep-knowledge-attitudes-and-
usage-among-black-african-communities-in-england/ (Accessed: March 28, 2023).  
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The Khan Review provides insight into the possible solutions to combat smoking rates and help deliver on the 

government’s aim for England to be smokefree by 2030.  However, this work has been delayed and there is a very 

real risk we are falling behind on this goal. 

• The effects of smoking have long been a significant detriment to public health, which is estimated to costs 

the NHS about £2.4 billion per year,13 with a further £1.2 billion in social care costs.14 

• Economic Analysis estimates that the cost of smoking to society totals £17.04bn for England each year.15  

• Smokers are more likely than non-smokers to become ill while of working age increasing the likelihood of 

being out of work and reducing the average wages of smokers. Smokers are also more likely to die while 

they are still of working age creating a further loss to the economy which adds up to £13.2bn.16 

As set out by these three examples, the importance of prevention is clear and has formed the basis of several 

successful public health approaches, as the NHS will be better suited to save resources as fewer health costs will be 

associated with preventable illnesses caused by unhealthy behaviours, such as the harms of smoking. 

  

4. What mechanisms or politics could make this complex pan-government goal succeed? 

The Covid-19 pandemic has demonstrated how public health is a pan government issue and that it is securing this 

that supports the economy to enable a stronger, healthier, workforce ensuring that schools, laboratories and 

services can keep functioning. For this reason, public health must be a pan government goal and have a similar 

approach.  This may include the development of a cross agency approach, such as with the Department for Levelling 

Up, Housing & Communities (DLUHC) and Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS), to support better 

environments, to help tackle the wider determinants of public health. This will subsequently support efforts in the 

future to ensure that all agencies are more prepared, and have sufficient capacity, to deal with events that can 

dramatically affect public health, rather than predominantly relying on the Department for Health and Social Care 

(DHSC).  Therefore, this approach may allow more efficient decision making between agencies through established 

pathways for information gathering and access to services from all partners, which also ensures maximised 

effectiveness of multi-agency information gathering and decision making. This aids decision making by providing 

early interventions to limit and prevent, the impacts of any significant threats to public health.  

Making a clear link between health, education, work and housing across policies is important for the wellbeing of 

our citizens and the long-term financial security of the country. The pandemic highlighted how important it is to 

ensure that everyone has a responsibility to contribute to the country’s public health outcomes. For example, recent 

suggestions by Labour to link work and public health are a clear example of efforts that could lead to positive 

impacts to the national economy, as those people who are able to work and want to return to employment are 

given the right support, including ensuring mental health concerns do not reach a crisis point.17 Employment and 

public health is inextricably linked,18 and it is crucial that people do not reach a crisis point which then impacts on 

 
13 Making smoking obsolete: Summary (no date) GOV.UK. Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-khan-review-making-smoking-obsolete/making-smoking-
obsolete-summary#overview (Accessed: March 22, 2023).  
14 Ash (14 Jan 2022) Smoking costs society £17bn – £5bn more than previously estimated, ASH. Available at: 
https://ash.org.uk/media-centre/news/press-releases/smoking-costs-society-17bn-5bn-more-than-previously-
estimated  (Accessed: March 22, 2023).  
15 Ash (14 Jan 2022) Smoking costs society £17bn – £5bn more than previously estimated, ASH. Available at: 
https://ash.org.uk/media-centre/news/press-releases/smoking-costs-society-17bn-5bn-more-than-previously-
estimated (Accessed: March 22, 2023). 
16 Ash (14 Jan 2022) Smoking costs society £17bn – £5bn more than previously estimated, ASH. Available at: 
https://ash.org.uk/media-centre/news/press-releases/smoking-costs-society-17bn-5bn-more-than-previously-
estimated  (Accessed: March 22, 2023).  
17 Labour pledges major reform of job support to boost employment and grow the economy (2022) The Labour 
Party. Available at: https://labour.org.uk/press/labour-pledges-major-reform-of-job-support-to-boost-
employment-and-grow-the-economy/  (Accessed: March 23, 2023).  
18 How is work good for our health? (2018) The Health Foundation. Available at: 
https://www.health.org.uk/infographic/how-is-work-good-for-our-health (Accessed: March 23, 2023).  
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their long-term health and productivity. It is essential that Governments take public health as a central and inter-

linking approach, and that this moves beyond being just a Department for Health and Social Care issue. 

 

5. Importance of the Public Health Workforce – delivering public health and preventative approaches 

The PHW working across a range of key prevention and wellbeing areas - including smoking cessation, obesity 

management, addiction, mental health, and housing. In addition to this, they are focussed on reducing inequalities, 

which have been highlighted and exacerbated by the lasting impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic and the cost-of-living 

crisis. 

In order to deliver on our preventative approach to health by 2030, alongside national policy measures that promote 

healthier environments, a renewed focus on supporting the public health workforce (PHW) who plan and deliver 

prevention services, is essential.  

A long-term strategy, and collective workforce plan, is needed to support and grow the PHW. These could overlap 

with the NHS People Plan and must address the challenges of recruitment and retention which are widespread 

across the sector, set out clear pathways for career development and address wellbeing.19 Ensuring we have strong 

public services is crucial to both the health and wealth of the nation.  

In a survey of RSPH members, 85% said demand for public health services has increased, and 72% said services do 

not have the workforce to respond to demand.20 Local authorities have reported they do not have enough personnel 

to operate and deliver their normal public health services, with almost 6 in 10 reporting levels of disruption.21   

 

6. Gambling Harm 

Gambling remains a significant public health issue and we are still waiting for the Gambling Harms White Paper. A 

more robust approach to gambling must be adopted to reduce the significant harms it can cause, particularly in 

effecting vulnerable communities currently suffering from health inequalities.22  

• Public Health England (PHE) estimated that the annual economic burden of harmful gambling is 

approximately £1.27 (including £62.8 million in financial harm, £342.2 million in mental and physical health 

harms, £79.5 million in employment and education harms; £162.5 million in related criminal activity).23 

• Research demonstrates that gambling profits often come from the most socially disadvantaged people 

thereby exacerbating inequality.24 

 
19 Lamb, D. et al. (2022) Capturing the experiences of UK healthcare workers during the COVID-19 pandemic: A 
structural topic modelling analysis of 7,412 free-text survey responses, PloS one. U.S. National Library of 
Medicine. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9543686/ (Accessed: March 29, 
2023).  
20 RSPH Public Health Workforce Week 2022 https://www.rsph.org.uk/our-work/campaigns/public-health-
workforce-week-2022.html  
21 Local Government Organisation. Covid 19 Workforce Survey. [Online] January 2022. Available at 
https://local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/LGA%20Research%20Report%20-%20COVID-
19%20Workforce%20Survey%20-%2014%20January%202022%20Final.pdf 
22 Raybould, J.N., Larkin, M. and Tunney, R.J. (2021) Is there a health inequality in gambling related harms? A 
systematic review, BMC public health. U.S. National Library of Medicine. Available at: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7866763/ (Accessed: March 23, 2023).  
23 Public Health England: Gambling-related harms review (2021). Available at: 
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/public-health-england-gambling-related-harms-review/ (Accessed: March 
28, 2023).  
24 Latvala, T.A., Lintonen, T.I., Browne, M., Rockloff, M., Salonen, A.H. (2021) Social disadvantage and gambling 
severity: a population-based study with register-linkage. Academic.oup.com. Available at: 
https://academic.oup.com/eurpub/article/31/6/1217/6375595  (Accessed: March 23, 2023).  
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• Therefore, interventions and a focus on gambling harms in relation to public health is necessary to develop 

effective strategies for harm reduction.25 

 

7. MECC for Mental Health 

Making Every Contact Count (MECC) for Mental Health is an approach that helps local communities by supporting 

health services and promoting wellbeing.   

MECC for Mental Health reduces the barriers presented by both lack of awareness and confidence in talking about 

mental health and concerns about asking for help.  

It enables those working across health and to have the skills and confidence to make mental health part of everyday 

conversations and is a good example of a cost-effective and impactful programme of work which takes a public 

health/preventative approach and does not have to be delivered by mental health specialists.  

Rather, It equips a range of people working across health and care, including those who are ‘non-specialists’ to 

integrate mental health and wellbeing messages and interventions into their day-to-day practice and 

services.26 RSPH and Health Education England (HEE) North have developed a project across the North of England, to 

up-skill healthcare professionals to become mental health promotion Lead Trainers and Trainers for a Making Every 

Contact Count (MECC) for Mental Health training programme.27 

More broadly, MECC activity can be incorporated as part of existing health improvement or workforce improvement 

initiatives, for example, when tackling access to healthier food options and supporting people in the workplace who 

may be experiencing the symptoms of the menopause. 

 

8. Appropriate and timely funding - Public Health Grants 

The public health grant must not only be sufficient to support the funding challenges facing the PHW, but it must 

also be given to local authorities to allow them to better plan and deliver services, rather than the current situation 

where they are often reacting and planning whilst uncertain of the financial future. 

The Public Health Grant is vital in ensuring that public services remain sustainable, have sufficient capacity and can 

plan to effectively support the long-term public health of the UK. Without the right funding, core public health 

programmes cannot be delivered which will have long-term negative impacts on the health of the country. 

• However, the public health grant has been cut by 24% on a real-terms basis since 2015/16 and countless 

services have faced cuts of up to 41%.5  

• Furthermore, experts believe that the £3.53bn public health grant to English local authorities for 2023-24, 

recently announced by the government, won’t properly fund services.28  

• There are fears from across the sector that public health services will have to be cut even though there was 

strong evidence for their impact and effectiveness. The cost-of-living crisis saw Directors of Public Health 

 
25 John, B. et al. (2020) Gambling harm as a Global Public Health Concern: A mixed method investigation of 
trends in Wales, Frontiers in public health. U.S. National Library of Medicine. Available at: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7387499/ (Accessed: March 23, 2023).  
26 RSPH - Making Every Contact Count for Mental Health across the North Delivery and Evaluation Report. 
https://www.rsph.org.uk/about-us/news/making-every-contact-count-for-mental-health-across-the-north-
delivery-and-evaluation-report.html  
27 RSPH (no date) MECC for mental health training programme, RSPH. Available at: 
https://www.rsph.org.uk/our-work/programmes-hub/making-every-contact-count-mecc-for-mental-health-
training-programme.html   
28 Limb, M. (2023) Public health grants in England are "far too little, far too late," says president of directors, 
The BMJ. British Medical Journal Publishing Group. Available at: https://www.bmj.com/content/380/bmj.p631  
(Accessed: March 23, 2023).  
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voice concerns that funding was going to have to be used for crisis-management for emergency public 

health services, with the re-purposed funding not replaced. 


