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Executive summary 
 Established following the Health and Social Care Act 2012, local Healthwatch organisations are the local consumer champion for patients, service users and the public, covering both health and social care. Local authorities have a statutory duty to commission a local Healthwatch organisation, which in turn has a set of statutory activities to undertake, such as gathering local views and making these known to providers and commissioners, monitoring and scrutinising the quality of provision of local services, and a seat on the local health and wellbeing board. 

 This report was commissioned by the Department of Health to examine the progress that had been made in the first 18-21 months of local Healthwatch and to identify the positive steps that could be taken across the system to enable a high-performing and effective local Healthwatch network. 

 Broadly, local Healthwatch organisations are positive about the progress they are making, with particularly positive assessments of progress in gathering people’s views and influencing providers and commissioners. Local Healthwatch organisations are in the process of shifting from setting up the organisation and developing local relationships to developing effective processes for carrying out their activities, and then in some cases beginning to achieve impact in terms of changes to services. 

 Local Healthwatch organisations vary widely in how they are organised, how they conduct their activities and how effective they are in carrying out their statutory activities. Their activities are wide-ranging but their capacity is often very limited and so, in this context, local Healthwatch will only ever be effective through prioritising their focus and working effectively in partnership with others. 

 Our case study sites highlighted a number of key factors that influence the effectiveness of local Healthwatch organisations. Some of the challenges that local Healthwatch face could be addressed through greater support, advice and shared learning on how to operate effectively. Good local accountability for governance and ways of operating (eg, related to the effective leadership of the organisations, how conflicts of interest are managed, and how the public are involved in activities) is essential to ensure the legitimacy and credibility of local Healthwatch organisations. 

 Local Healthwatch organisations rely on building relationships with other local stakeholders in order to build legitimacy, influence and create impact. Their effectiveness in doing this is in part mediated by the receptiveness of local stakeholders to the involvement of local Healthwatch and to the value of public involvement more widely. 

 Fundamentally, the role that local Healthwatch are expected to play in the health and social care system is a demanding one, with great potential for improving how responsive and inclusive the system is of local people’s concerns and priorities, but also great challenges in defining a distinct local role and balancing being an independent voice with being part of decision-making processes as one of the local system leaders. As local Healthwatch organisations continue to mature and develop, addressing both the practical and these more deep-seated challenges will be crucial to maximising their effectiveness and impact. 
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