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As a researcher, I have always had an interest in improving the well-being of communities through
public health research and what attracted me to the role with PHIRST was the opportunity to be
involved in a wide range of projects that address many different health challenges in different
populations. Since becoming a research associate with PHIRST Insight in October 2023, I've had the
opportunity to collaborate with two distinct London-based local authorities: Southwark and Brent.
Each project brought its own set of successes and challenges so far, providing valuable insights into
the dynamics of local government operations and public health evaluations. My role with PHIRST
Insight thus far has encompassed a wide range of responsibilities. I support ongoing evaluations,
conduct data collection through interviews, and coordinate receiving data from various stakeholders.
I’ve been involved with both qualitative and quantitative analyses. I organise Patient and Public
Involvement (PPI) groups, steering group meetings with key stakeholders, and develop materials to
communicate evaluation findings to different audiences, including academic publications, slide sets for
use in presentations, and reports for local councils and stakeholders. 

Southwark Digital Health Check Project

PHIRST Blog

Chloe Forte is a Research Associate with PHIRST
Insight based at the University of Bristol. In this
blog she reflects on her first year in post and the
projects she has been involved with.

Reflections on my first year
with PHIRST Insight

When I joined PHIRST Insight I began working on the Southwark Digital
Health Check (DHC) project, which was already in progress. This
evaluation sought to look at the digital version of the NHS Health Check
programme which was being rolled out in the Southwark area. The NHS
Health Check aims to detect early signs of long-term conditions among
adults in England. Unfortunately, only about 25% of eligible adults
attend these health checks, with those at higher risk often not 
participating. To address this, Southwark Council launched a digital version of the Health Check (DHC)
that people can complete online. This trial, which ran from January to March 2023, involved inviting
people to complete the DHC or do the standard, face-to-face Health Check in their GP clinic. The
research objectives included assessing the DHC's effectiveness at engaging groups not reached by
standard Health Checks and evaluating the service's overall effectiveness in encouraging positive
health actions. We also aimed to compare the effectiveness of the DHC versus face-to-face Health
Checks, understand healthcare staff's perceptions and experiences of both Health Check methods,
and investigate the cost-effectiveness of the DHC as a regular service. 
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Our PHIRST Insight evaluation aims to assess how well these four
new components integrate into the planning application process and
to explore the collaboration between public health and planning
teams within Brent council. 

Working with local authorities has been a new experience for me. My
previous experience has been with evaluating hospital-based health
interventions and working on school-based research projects with 

Brent Council's Place Quality Intervention
The next project, which I am still working on, is Brent Council's Place Quality Intervention. This aims
to enhance the quality of new building developments, making sure they promote ‘health and
wellbeing’, ‘community and belonging’, and ‘vibrance and inclusivity’. This is through a focus on the
quality of the amenity space within these applications for new developments. Examples of amenity
spaces are community gardens and play areas, or private amenity space such as balconies for
residents. The intervention comprises four parts: 

 New guidance for developers in the form of a Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) called
Residential Amenity Space and Place Quality which outlines how to achieve quality amenity space. 

1.

 A mandatory template for applicants showing how proposals should align with the SPD guidance. 2.
 Training for planning officers within Brent Council to assess adherence to this guidance in the
applications. 

3.

 The final component is the introduction of a Community Review Panel to provide public feedback
to developers before they submit proposals. 

4.
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young people and children on physical activity levels and mental health. Coming from an academic
background I was initially cautious that there would be differences in our way of working. Thankfully,
both the Southwark and Brent teams exhibited a high level of engagement and a hands-on approach.
Their consistent and constructive feedback fostered a collaborative environment which was easy to
work in. Effective communication was crucial during the write-up phase with the Southwark Digital
Health Check evaluation, ensuring everyone stayed on the same page and decisions were made
efficiently. 

The involvement of multiple teams within Brent Council, such as the Public Health and Planning
departments, has brought a rich diversity of perspectives. This diversity has been invaluable, offering a
holistic understanding of the issues and approaches to evaluation. 

The busy nature of colleagues at both Southwark and Brent posed challenges. Navigating the
competing priorities between research and practice is an ongoing challenge. Regardless, working with
these local authorities on these projects has been a thoroughly enjoyable and enriching experience
that highlights the importance of adaptability, effective communication, and collaboration in public
health evaluations.
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