

[image: Public Health Devon Logo and Devon County Council (Letterhead Version)]

Building Blocks of Health and Wellbeing (2025)

Building Blocks of Health in the Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA) explores the foundational determinants that shape lifelong health and wellbeing. These include the physical, social, economic, and environmental conditions that influence health from preconception through to older age. Understanding and strengthening these building blocks, such as housing, education, income, nutrition, and access to services, is essential for creating equitable opportunities for individuals and communities to thrive. This chapter highlights how these determinants interact across the life course and identifies areas where system-wide action can improve population health outcomes and reduce inequalities.

JSNA Headline Dashboard Observations

Housing and Healthy Environments
Secure, affordable, and quality housing is a cornerstone of good health. In Devon, housing affordability and availability are persistent concerns, particularly in rural and coastal areas where demand often outpaces supply. Seasonal housing pressures and second-home ownership further complicate access for local residents. Poor housing conditions, fuel poverty, and homelessness contribute to a range of physical and mental health risks, disproportionately affecting low-income families, young adults, and older people. Addressing housing insecurity is critical to improving health outcomes and reducing inequalities. Many homes in Devon are older and less energy efficient, increasing risks of cold-related illness and higher enery costs. 
There is also a shortage of affordable and social housing in rural areas, which limits options for people with disabilities and those requiring housing support from adult social care. Addressing housing insecurity and improving housing quality is critical to reducing health inequalities and supporting independence across the life course.

Income, Employment and Poverty
Economic stability underpins many aspects of health. While Devon enjoys relatively low unemployment, many residents face low wages, insecure work, and limited career progression, especially in rural and coastal communities. In-work poverty is a growing concern, exacerbated by rising living costs and limited access to affordable childcare, transport and housing. These economic pressures intersect with other determinants, such as digital exclusion and service access, compounding disadvantage and limiting opportunities for health improvement.


Education and Skills
Education plays a vital role in shaping life chances and health literacy. Devon’s educational outcomes vary significantly, with some areas experiencing persistent attainment gaps and limited access to further education and training. Early years development and school readiness remain priorities, particularly in communities facing socioeconomic disadvantage. Among young people, NEET rates and barriers to post-16 education are concerning, while adult education and digital skills are increasingly important for employment and navigating health and care systems. Transport availability and higher costs can exclude educational and skills options for some children and young people living in rural areas. 

Transport and Connectivity
Transport and connectivity are essential for accessing services, employment, and social networks. Devon’s rural geography presents significant challenges, with limited public transport options contributing to isolation and missed opportunities for care, education, and work. Transport poverty affects low-income households, care-experienced young people, and older adults, and is closely linked to wider inequalities. Improving transport infrastructure and promoting active travel are key to enhancing access and supporting healthier lifestyles.

Digital Inclusion
Digital inclusion is now a critical determinant of health. Devon’s Digital Exclusion Dashboard highlights disparities in access to devices, connectivity, and digital skills, particularly among older adults, low-income households, and rural communities. Digital exclusion limits access to health information, education, employment, and social connection. VCSE organisations play a vital role in bridging this gap, supported by system-wide innovation and targeted funding. The Digital Inclusion Devon Programme is central to this effort, providing coordinated action to improve connectivity, skills, and access for those most at risk. Ensuring digital equity is essential for inclusive service delivery and community resilience alongside expanding the reach and effectiveness of Technology Enabled Care services. 

Community and Social Connection
Community and social connection are powerful protective factors for mental wellbeing and overall health. Devon benefits from strong VCSE networks and active community groups, especially in rural areas. However, some communities face significant isolation, particularly older adults and those with limited mobility or transport. Loneliness and social disconnection are linked to poorer health outcomes, and the legacy of COVID-19 continues to shape patterns of social engagement. Supporting community-led initiatives and volunteering can strengthen social cohesion and improve wellbeing. However, a marked reduction in funding availability for VCSE infrastructure services means there is less support available for grass roots charities and community groups. 

Access to services
Access to health, care, and support services is a fundamental building block of health. In Devon, geography and workforce challenges affect the reach and responsiveness of services, particularly in rural and coastal areas. Variability in access to GPs, dentists, mental health services, and urgent care contributes to health inequalities. Care-experienced young people and those with complex needs often face barriers to timely and appropriate support. Integrated, place-based approaches are essential to improving service access and ensuring continuity of care.

Environmental determinants
Environmental determinants, including clean air, green spaces, and climate resilience, are increasingly recognised as central to public health. Devon’s natural environment offers significant protective factors, supporting physical activity, mental wellbeing, and social connection. However, access to nature is uneven, and some communities lack safe, walkable green spaces. Climate change presents growing risks through extreme weather, flooding, and air quality degradation. Embedding environmental sustainability into public health planning is vital for long-term resilience. Evidence from the National Consortium for Societal Resilience [UK+] shows that every £1 invested in proactive local resilience activity can save £7–£8 in subsequent reactive costs, highlighting the value of whole-of-society approaches to preparedness.

Taken together, these building blocks highlight the importance of system-wide collaboration to address the root causes of poor health and reduce inequalities. Devon’s JSNA provides a framework for understanding these interconnected determinants and identifying opportunities for targeted action and systemic proofing across the four dimensions of inequalities: protected characteristics, socio-economic deprivation, inclusion health, and rural and urban areas. Strengthening the foundations of health, through place-based approaches, data-driven insights, and cross-sector partnerships, is essential for creating equitable, healthy communities across Devon.




Local Insights, Lived Experience and Research: Building Blocks of Health and Wellbeing

🏘️ 1. Housing Insecurity
Insight Questions:
• What are the lived experiences of housing insecurity in Devon?
Sources: Devon Communities Together, Devon JSNA,  Annual Public Health Reports, Devon Housing Commission Report
Insight: Housing affordability is a major concern, especially in rural and coastal areas. Seasonal housing pressures and second-home ownership reduce availability for local residents. Poor housing conditions and fuel poverty are linked to respiratory illness and mental health issues. Community engagement reveals renters and younger people are underrepresented in housing consultations, limiting visibility of their needs in policy development.

💷 2. Economic Insecurity
Insight Questions:
• How does economic insecurity affect health and wellbeing in Devon?
Sources: Devon 10-Year Health Plan Engagement Findings,  Devon Community Foundation – State of the Sector, Annual Public Health Reports
Insight: In-work poverty and low wages are common, particularly in seasonal and rural employment. VCSE organisations report that many residents are prioritising survival over wellbeing, with limited financial reserves and rising demand for support. Economic stress is linked to poor mental health, reduced access to healthy food, and limited participation in community life.

📚 3. Education and Skills Development
Insight Questions:
• What are the barriers to education and skills development?
Sources: Devon JSNA, Devon Communities Together Impact Reports, VCSE Health Inequalities Hub
Insight: Educational attainment varies across districts, with persistent gaps in early years development and post-16 education access. Digital literacy and access to adult learning are key challenges, particularly in rural areas. VCSE partners highlight the need for systemic “rural proofing” of education services and better integration with health and wellbeing initiatives.
🚍 4. Transport Poverty
Insight Questions:
• How does transport poverty impact access to services and social connection?
Sources: Devon Health Inequalities Strategy, Kings Fund Rural Health Programme, Devon JSNA
Insight: Limited public transport in rural areas restricts access to healthcare, education, and employment. Transport poverty disproportionately affects older adults, care-experienced young people, and low-income households. VCSE-led initiatives have made the case for including rurality in equality impact assessments, recognising transport as a key barrier to health equity.

💻 5. Digital Exclusion
Insight Questions:
• What does digital exclusion look like in Devon communities?
Sources: Digital Exclusion Dashboard – Public Health Devon, Devon Communities Together
Insight: Digital exclusion is prevalent among older adults, low-income families, and rural communities. Lack of access to devices, connectivity, data poverty and digital skills limits engagement with health services, education, and employment. VCSE organisations are actively working to bridge this gap, but many community groups still lack the language and tools to link digital access with health outcomes.

🧩 6. Community Connection and Isolation
Insight Questions:
• How do people experience community connection and isolation?
Sources: Devon Communities Together Impact Reports, Devon 10-Year Health Plan Engagement Findings
Insight: While Devon has strong community networks, isolation remains a significant issue, especially for older adults and those with limited mobility. VCSE organisations report that community-led initiatives and volunteering are vital for mental wellbeing and resilience. However, some groups feel disconnected from strategic planning and lack access to data and support. The reduction in VCSE infrastructure investment has resulted in significantly less support for local place-based charities and community groups’ capacity and sustainability. 

🏥 7. Health and Care Services Access
Insight Questions:
• What are the challenges in accessing health and care services, and particularly in those living with disabilities, long term conditions, mental illness, and neurodivergence?
Sources: Royal Devon Health Inequalities Strategy, VCSE Assembly Evidence to House of Lords
Insight: Access to GPs, dentists, mental health services, and urgent care varies widely across Devon. Workforce shortages and geographic barriers affect service delivery, particularly in rural and coastal areas. Care-experienced young people and those with complex needs often face delays and fragmentation. VCSE partners are co-leading strategic groups to improve integration and equity.

🌿 8. Environment
Insight Questions:
• How does the environment support or hinder health in Devon?
Sources: Annual Public Health Reports, Devon Communities Together Strategic Aims, Devon Connecting People and Landscapes, Devon Local Nature Recovery Strategy
Insight: Devon’s natural environment is a health asset, offering green and blue spaces that support physical activity and mental wellbeing. However, access is uneven, and some communities lack safe, walkable green space. Climate change and environmental degradation pose growing risks, particularly for vulnerable populations. VCSE organisations are working on community-led sustainability and resilience projects.


Gaps in insights and local research
The Building Blocks of Health chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the social determinants shaping health and wellbeing across Devon. However, there are areas where local insight, particularly lived experience and community-led research, is limited or could be expanded to strengthen understanding and inform service design. These gaps highlight opportunities for deeper engagement, inclusive data collection, and targeted research.
Housing and Indoor Environment:  While housing affordability and fuel poverty are well-documented, there is limited qualitative insight into how poor housing conditions affect daily life, mental health, and child development. Families in temporary accommodation, overcrowded housing, or experiencing hidden homelessness are underrepresented in consultations. More lived experience from renters, housing support services, and community housing groups could enrich understanding.
Economic Insecurity and Work: Quantitative data shows high levels of in-work poverty and economic stress, particularly in rural and seasonal employment. However, there is a lack of insight into how financial insecurity affects dignity, mental wellbeing, and access to services. The experiences of care-experienced young people, informal carers, and those in precarious work are not consistently captured in local research.
Education and Skills Development: Educational attainment data is available, but there is limited insight into barriers faced by adult learners, neurodiverse individuals, and those with additional needs. Informal learning, digital literacy, and community-based education are underexplored. More engagement with learners, educators, and VCSE partners could help identify gaps and opportunities for inclusive skills development.


Transport Poverty: Transport access is a known barrier in rural Devon, yet there is little lived experience data from disabled people, young carers, and those in isolated hamlets. The emotional and practical impacts of transport poverty, such as missed appointments, social isolation, and reduced employment opportunities, are not well documented. Community-led mapping and storytelling could help fill this gap.
Digital Exclusion: The Digital Exclusion Dashboard provides valuable data, but there is limited insight into how digital exclusion affects specific groups, such as neurodiverse individuals, people with sensory impairments, and those experiencing homelessness. Community-led digital inclusion projects are often under-evaluated, and more participatory research could strengthen understanding of barriers and solutions.
Community Connection and Isolation: Devon benefits from strong community networks, but there is a lack of insight into intergenerational relationships, cultural inclusion, and informal support systems. Some communities feel disconnected from strategic planning and lack access to data and decision-making processes. More inclusive engagement and co-produced research could help surface hidden strengths and unmet needs.
Access to Health and Care Services: Service access varies across Devon, but there is limited insight into how people navigate fragmented systems, especially those with multiple vulnerabilities. Migrant communities, LGBTQ+ individuals, and people with complex needs are often missing from local datasets. Lived experience from service users, carers, and frontline staff could inform more responsive and equitable service design.
Environmental Health and Climate Resilience: Devon’s natural environment is a health asset, yet there is little community-led research on environmental justice, access to green space, and climate resilience. The health impacts of environmental degradation, particularly in deprived areas, are underexplored. Engaging communities in environmental health research could support more inclusive sustainability planning.



Building Blocks of Health and Wellbeing Priorities for Devon

1. Tackle Housing Insecurity: Increase affordable housing, improve poor conditions, and amplify voices of renters and young people.
2. Reduce Economic Insecurity: Support fair wages, secure work, and VCSE-led financial wellbeing initiatives.
3. Boost Education and Skills: Close attainment gaps, expand adult learning, and rural-proof education services.
4. Address Transport Poverty: Improve rural transport, include transport in equity planning, and gather lived experience.
5. Advance Digital Inclusion: Expand access to devices and skills, and support community-led digital projects.
6. Strengthen Community Connection: Support inclusive initiatives, volunteering, and community involvement in planning.
7. Improve Service Access: Tackle geographic and workforce barriers, and co-design services with under-represented groups.
8. Embed Environmental Health: Ensure access to green spaces, support community sustainability, and plan for climate resilience. 
9. Dimension of inequalities proofing: Embed systemic proofing requirements across all essential service providers design and delivery processes. 

For more information, please visit the following:
· Public Health Dashboards - Devon Health and Wellbeing
· Health and Wellbeing Library - Devon Health and Wellbeing
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