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Foreword
NHS Essex was established to bring together NHS planning and decision-making across the county, helping us work more consistently with partners and improve health services for almost two million people.
Delivering better health outcomes for local people will require trust, understanding and meaningful involvement.
The decisions we make affect people’s lives, communities and experiences of health and care. We therefore have a responsibility to communicate openly, involve people in decisions that affect them and ensure that the voices of our staff, partners and communities help shape the future of health services in Essex.
This strategy sets out how we will do that.
It establishes a shared approach to communications, engagement and involvement for NHS Essex and provides a framework for supporting delivery of our Population Health Improvement Plan, organisational priorities and statutory responsibilities.
The strategy is supported by three delivery plans covering:
· Internal Communications
· External Communications
· Working with People and Communities
Together these documents will help ensure our communications and engagement activity is focussed, evidence-based and aligned to what matters most to the people we serve.

Why this strategy matters
Demand for services continues to increase. Health inequalities remain significant and unacceptable. People's experiences of health and care are not consistent across Essex and resources must be used as effectively as possible.
At the same time, expectations of public services continue to change. People expect faster access to information, transparency and more opportunities to influence decisions that affect them.
Communications and engagement are therefore not simply supporting activities. They are essential strategic tools for delivering better health outcomes, improving services and maintaining public confidence.
This strategy recognises that effective communications and engagement can help:
· Build understanding of why change is needed
· Support people to access services appropriately
· Improve trust and confidence in NHS Essex
· Reduce health inequalities by reaching communities that are often less heard
· Strengthen relationships with partners and stakeholders
· Ensure people have genuine opportunities to influence decisions
· Support staff in delivering our corporate objectives, including being an organisation that is good to work for and with.
Our purpose
Our purpose is simple:
To help make health services better in Essex.  We do this by building understanding, trust and meaningful involvement through clear, evidence-based communications that help people understand services, influence decisions and improve health and care. We work with partners to tell the story of improvement, celebrate the people delivering care, and communicate openly about both progress and challenges.
We will achieve this through three interconnected functions:

Communications
Providing clear, timely and accessible information that helps people understand services, decisions and priorities.
Engagement
Creating opportunities for meaningful dialogue with staff, partners and communities.
Consultation and involvement
Ensuring local people and communities influence decisions and service improvements in line with our statutory responsibilities.
Our vision
Our plan covers the period 2026-2029. It will support delivery of the ICBs objectives and through continuous innovation and improvement ensure that our communication and engagement approach is recognised as a national exemplar and a strategic driver of better health services in Essex by the end of thar period. We will:
· build trust through open, honest and transparent communication 
· demonstrate how people's experiences shape decisions 
· celebrate the people and partnerships improving health and care across Essex 
· help communities access the right services and support healthier lives 
· equip staff and leaders with clear, consistent communications 
· use insight, best practice and evidence to guide our efforts and continually improve our impact

Strategic outcomes
Everything we do will contribute to five outcomes.
Outcome 1: Better understanding
People understand NHS Essex's role, priorities and the reasons behind decisions.
Outcome 2: Stronger trust
People have confidence that NHS Essex communicates honestly and acts in the best interests of local communities.
Outcome 3: Meaningful involvement
People and communities have genuine opportunities to influence decisions and can see how their views have shaped outcomes. By using a variety of engagement methods, we will make sure we hear from a broad and diverse range of people, ensuring that different perspectives inform our decisions.
Outcome 4: Confident staff and partners
Staff and stakeholders feel informed, involved and able to act as advocates for improvements in health and care.
Outcome 5: Better outcomes
Communications and engagement activity is informed by local insight and demonstrably supports delivery of organisational priorities and improved health outcomes.
Strategic principles
The way we work is as important as what we do.  We will:
Start with insight
We will use evidence, data and community insight to focus engagement and understand what matters to people before deciding how we communicate or engage.
Communicate with honesty
We will be open about successes, challenges and difficult decisions.
Involve people early
We will seek views before decisions are made wherever possible, rather than simply explaining decisions after they have been taken.
Focus on people, not organisations
We will communicate in ways that make sense to local people and focus on what matters to them.
Tell authentic stories
We will use real experiences from patients, staff and communities alongside evidence and data to explain why change matters, celebrate improvement and build trust in health and care.
Prioritise inclusion
We will not rely on a single route for participation. Instead, we will use a range of accessible and targeted engagement methods to hear from a wider diversity of people and communities, especially those whose voices are often underrepresented in decision-making or those most impacted by our decisions.
Work collaboratively 
We will work with our health and care partners, locally, regionally and nationally.
Evaluate impact, learn and improve continuously
We will continually evaluate our communications and engagement, learn from evidence, research and best practice across the NHS and beyond, and adopt approaches that have been shown to improve participation, inclusion and impact.

Our strategic approach
To support delivery of NHS Essex plans we will focus on four areas.
Explain
Helping people understand:
· Why change is needed
· What improvements are being made
· How services can be accessed
· How decisions are reached
Listen
Creating continuous opportunities to hear from:
· Local people
· Communities
· Staff
· Partners
· Stakeholders
Involve
Embedding involvement throughout commissioning, planning and service improvement activity.
Build Trust
Strengthening confidence through transparency, consistency and visible action in response to feedback.  We will bring improvement to life by sharing authentic stories from patients, staff and partners that demonstrate how health services are changing, the challenges we face and the difference collaborative working makes to communities.

Working with People and Communities
We believe people should be involved in decisions that affect them.
Our approach will move beyond traditional consultation and place greater emphasis on continuous involvement and relationship building.
We will:
· Meet our statutory duties to involve people and communities
· Strengthen relationships with community organisations and Healthwatch
· Improve opportunities for participation through a range of methods
· Ensure engagement reflects the diversity of Essex communities
· Demonstrate how feedback has influenced decisions
A detailed Working with People and Communities Delivery Plan accompanies this strategy.
Responsibilities
Communications and engagement are everyone's responsibility.
Leaders, managers and staff who work at NHS Essex all play a role in communicating effectively and building relationships with communities and stakeholders.
The Communications and Engagement Team will provide strategic leadership, professional advice, assurance and specialist support to help the organisation deliver this strategy.
While NHS Essex is responsible for commissioning, strategy, governance and stewardship of NHS resources across Essex, the delivery of health services, and the operational communications and engagement associated with those services, is primarily the responsibility of provider organisations, including GP practices, community services, pharmacies, mental health services, ambulance services and hospitals.
As NHS Essex moves towards a more strategic commissioning model, communications and engagement will focus on providing strategic leadership, insight, assurance and influence across the health and care system.
The ICB’s Communications and Engagement function is responsible for:
· Developing a shared narrative that supports delivery of NHS Essex priorities and the Population Health Improvement Plan. 
· Identifying and amplifying authentic stories from patients, staff and partners that demonstrate improvements in health and care across Essex.
· Supporting consistent communications across NHS organisations so local, regional and national messaging works together to build trust and understanding.
· Providing strategic communications, engagement and reputation management advice to leaders and programmes.
· Helping to facilitate insight, engagement and intelligence that is used to inform decision-making, campaigns and strategic commissioning.
· Building relationships with partners, stakeholders, communities and system leaders.
· Supporting understanding of NHS Essex's role, priorities and decisions among staff, partners and the public.
· Providing strategic oversight of media relations, issues management and digital communications.
· Delivering internal communications that support organisational culture, leadership visibility and staff engagement.
· Providing assurance that NHS Essex meets its statutory responsibilities to involve people and communities in decisions about health and care services.
· Leading communications during major incidents and periods of system pressure.
· Establishing communications, engagement activity that meets accessibility and digital standards, policies and governance frameworks across NHS Essex.
Communication and engagement are shared responsibilities. Leaders, managers and programme teams are responsible for engaging their audiences effectively, supported by professional advice, guidance and assurance from the Communications and Engagement Team.
Measuring Success
Success will be measured through:
· Public awareness and understanding
· Stakeholder confidence
· Staff engagement
· Reach into under-represented communities
· Evidence of community influence on decisions
· Campaign effectiveness
· Reputation and trust measures
· Delivery of statutory responsibilities
Progress will be reported regularly to Executive Team and Board.

Risks and mitigations

	Risk
	Potential impact
	Key controls and mitigations

	Loss of public trust and Confidence
	Reduced confidence in NHS Essex, increased challenge to decisions, lower participation in engagement activity and greater reputational risk.
	• Open and transparent communications approach

• Clear explanation of challenges and difficult decisions

• Publish evidence and rationale for change

• Demonstrate how feedback influences decisions

	Failure to meet statutory engagement duties
	Judicial review, programme delays, regulatory challenge and reputational damage.
	• Working with People and Communities Framework

• Early engagement embedded within commissioning processes

• Equality and Health Inequalities Impact Assessments

• Governance and assurance arrangements


	Inability to build support for future service transformation
	Increased opposition to change, political challenge, consultation fatigue and delays to programme delivery.
	• Consistent county-wide narrative

• Continuous engagement approach

• Early discussion of challenges and opportunities

• Use of trusted clinical and community voices


	Failure to reach and involve underserved communities
	Decisions informed by incomplete insight, widening inequalities and reduced confidence in engagement findings.
	• Targeted engagement approaches

• Community and VCSE partnerships

• Accessible communications and engagement materials

• Neighbourhood-based engagement activity


	Communications and engagement capacity unable to meet organisational demand
	Reduced quality and responsiveness of support, delayed programme delivery and workforce resilience risks.
	• Prioritisation framework

• Defined service offer

• Early communications involvement in programmes

• Workforce planning, succession planning and development opportunities




All risks will be monitored in line with NHS Essex’s risk policy. 
Conclusion
Communications, engagement and involvement are fundamental to making health services better in Essex.
By communicating clearly, listening actively and involving people meaningfully, NHS Essex will build stronger relationships, make better decisions and improve health outcomes for the communities we serve.
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