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Introduction 

The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Welsh Government’s consultation on developing a national framework for social 

prescribing.  

Staying well, feeling good and being able to do the things that matter to us are vitally 

important to everyone in Wales. The need for additional support to do this can increase with 

age. Even with an increasing emphasis on prevention and early intervention, the ageing of 

the population means that the number of older people needing additional support is likely to 

increase over time. The latest estimates show that there are 866,006 people over the age 

of 60 living in Wales. This number is estimated to rise to 956,000 (30% of the population) by 

2026, and to 1,015,000 (31% of the population) by 2031.1 The number of over 75s in Wales 

is projected to rise from 307,000 to 361,000 (11.2% of the population) in 2026 and to 

384,000 (11.8% of the population) by 2031.  

In 2021, the Commissioner raised concerns that the physical and mental well-being of older 

people had deteriorated due to the Covid-19 Pandemic and its restrictions on activity and 

access to services and made recommendations to the Welsh Government to address this. 

In 2022, as the cost-of-living crisis continues, the Commissioner is increasingly hearing 

about the reality of the current situation for older people surviving on low incomes, who are 

among those most affected by spiralling costs and soaring inflation.2 As well as individuals 

who cannot afford the energy to cook a hot meal, or who are too afraid to turn on the lights 

for fear of receiving an unpayable bill, the Commissioner is hearing that for others, activities 

crucial for well-being which may cost a small amount, such as attending a community group 

or meeting up with friends, are no longer affordable.    



 

It is more important now than ever that older people connect with their own communities for 

support with their own health and well-being.  The Commissioner welcomes the proposal for 

a national framework for social prescribing to ensure that older people receive appropriate, 

timely and easily accessible non-clinical support within their own communities.   

 

Referral pathways 

Referral and self-referral  

The Commissioner supports models of engagement and service design and delivery that 

enable the community to contribute to local conversations and decisions about the things 

that affect them, and that ensure local people have first-hand knowledge of the kinds of 

support available and where and how to access them. 

For example, the Aneurin Bevan Gwent Public Health Team has highlighted how a different 

approach to community engagement is helping to deliver better services and support 

people to age well in Torfaen,3 where people are able to access the support they need 

through connections and conversations where appropriate, as well as through assessments 

and referrals.  

The national framework for social prescribing must therefore include a requirement for 

systematic and thorough engagement with older people at local level. Older people are 

‘experts through experience’ and have a wide range of valuable insights and perspectives 

which should be brought to bear on all stages of the process, including referral pathways. 

Older people, including those living in care homes, must have a voice in the definition of 

what constitutes quality in a service and ease of referral and access, and should be equal 

partners in decisions taken which affect them.    

Helping groups to engage with people 

In 2021, to develop the community action and support needed to support older people to 

return to their communities after shielding, the Commissioner recommended upscaling 

Improvement Cymru’s ‘Back to Community Life’ project, first established in Mountain Ash, 

across Wales. This and similar outreach models elsewhere involve co-ordinated cross-

sector collaboration at local level, a proactive approach to seeking out and helping people 

in need and creating age-friendly environments to encourage older people to access local 

services.   

Cross-sector outreach within a community would help to identify older people and other 

population groups who need targeted support, provide local information on sources of 

support and help, bring together support and community resources available locally to meet 

older people’s needs, and ensure that NHS and social care services have information about 



 

sources of support to which to refer older people.  The National Framework for Social 

Prescribing could incorporate the main, generalisable elements of these local outreach 

models, namely, multidisciplinary outreach, identification and support.  

 

Leadership and governance 

Population needs assessment 

Robust data collection that reveals the characteristics of the people using, in need of, or at 

risk of needing, community-based non-clinical support is essential if we are to effectively 

identify and meet the needs of population groups at local level.  However, population needs 

assessments vary across Wales and better data is required to assess accurately the 

support needs of the population and the extent to which those needs are currently unmet.  

Much of the data that is currently collected relates to existing service provision, and 

population data is not sufficiently disaggregated by age. There is not a clear picture across 

Wales of the number of older people waiting for health or social care and who need support 

while they wait, or the numbers who are frail and at risk of a life-changing event which may 

lead to their needing health or social care – needs which could be prevented through timely 

support. Forecasts of likely future need tend to be based on simple age-based projections.   

Data collection should also include factors such as the numbers of people living alone, the 

provision of accessible housing, and what types of support services specific population 

groups, including older people, want to use. It is vital also that data is collected to ensure 

that support services can respond to cultural needs and language needs.  

Commissioning  

The focus of commissioning processes to date too often has been on contractual 

frameworks and service specifications rather than the quality of life of older people.   

Currently commissioning intentions can be diluted or negated by the procurement process, 

and there is a lack of shared intelligence and joint working in contract monitoring to ensure 

that older people are safe, supported and enjoy a good quality of life, and that lessons 

learned are used to inform the next iteration of commissioning.    

It is essential that the national framework ensures that the aims of service quality and 

outcomes are consistently applied throughout the commissioning process, from population 

needs assessment, strategy and planning through procurement, service delivery and 

monitoring, and review and implementation of lessons learned.   

 



 

Accessibility 

Age friendly communities  

Many of the barriers which prevent older people from accessing services are caused by 

deficiencies in local infrastructure.  Ensuring an age friendly environment is essential in 

order to maximise the number of older people benefitting from social prescribing.  

The Age Friendly Community model4 was developed by the WHO as an approach to enable 

policy makers and services to work with older people and their communities to co-produce 

sustainable solutions that support wellbeing as we age.  The model uses eight ‘domains’ to 

describe the areas of interaction between older people and their communities, and 

advocates for collective action between responsible agencies, older people and service 

providers to adopt a shared cycle of continual improvement for development, together.  

These eight domains are:  

1. Outdoor environments and public spaces – the places we go to and use 

2. Transport and mobility – the means by which we get there 

3. Housing – the places and spaces in which we live  

4. Social participation – who we interact and share experiences with 

5. Social inclusion and non-discrimination – inclusivity and respect for dignity and 

diversity 

6. Civic engagement and employment – our work, volunteering and democratic voice 

7. Communication and information – what we know about what’s important to us, and 

how we get to know it 

8. Community and health services – the help and support available to us when we need 

it 

Whilst agencies using social prescribing as a tool to improve wellbeing sit within the eighth 

domain, they rely upon activities or resources of others that fall across the range of 

domains.  It is therefore crucial that these agencies work in close collaboration with delivery 

partners and older people to ensure that assessment, referral and services themselves are 

accessible, inclusive and effective.  

The Commissioner welcomes the Welsh Government’s commitment to the Age Friendly 

Communities model, outlined in detail in their Strategy for an Ageing Society: Age Friendly 

Wales.  With the range of stakeholders across the eight domains, it is important that 

coordination capacity is funded at local level to ensure that older people are involved and 

supported to work with responsible agencies. 

Ensuring that our communities are age-friendly is essential for the success of social 

prescribing and should be specifically referenced in the framework.   



 

Safeguarding  

Welsh Government guidance makes explicit that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility. 

Public bodies have clear, legislative responsibility to protect people from harm. However, 

Welsh Government also expects all individuals, groups and organisations offering activities 

and services to follow the advice set out in “Working Together to Safeguard People: Code 

of Safeguarding Practice for Individuals, Groups and Organisations Offering Services and 

Activities for Adults and Children in Wales”.  This includes activities and services offered, for 

example, through sports or exercise clubs, faith groups or other interest groups. The “Code 

of Safeguarding Practice for Individuals, Groups and Organisations Offering Services and 

Activities for Adults and Children in Wales” gives advice on best practice (such as 

safeguarding policies and training) and on DBS checks for paid workers and volunteers. 

Those who refer to such services, must feel confident that organisations have the capacity 

to keep people safe and know how to respond appropriately to a disclosure of abuse.  

Whilst we are not offering a specific view on the introduction of National Standards, it must 

be recognised that if such standards are introduced, they must be proportionate. There is 

good evidence that referral to appropriate community groups and activities is effective in 

maintaining physical and emotional wellbeing. At the same time, there is a clear issue 

related to the longer-term sustainability of such services, due to funding constraints. 

Requirements must not be so onerous or burdensome that they exacerbate these issues 

and discourage local organisations and groups from continuing their support.  

Digital technology   

The Covid-19 pandemic saw public bodies throughout Wales utilise the internet to deliver 

their services and provide information digitally.  However, the pandemic also highlighted a 

stark digital divide in Wales and many older people struggled to access information and 

services.  

In November 2021 the Commissioner issued Guidance to local authorities and health 

boards on ensuring access to information and services in a digital age,5 which set out the 

kinds of action they should be taking so that people who cannot (or do not wish to) get 

online have ways to access the information and services they need via non-digital means, 

and to support older people to get online.  

The Guidance was developed in partnership with older people and key stakeholders and 

has been issued under Section 12 of the Commissioner for Older People (Wales) Act 2006, 

which means that local authorities and health boards must have regard for the Guidance in 

discharging their functions.  

The Guidance clarifies that any move to digital services must be accompanied by measures 

to ensure that the human rights of older people are protected and that they are enabled to 



 

access information and get to the services they need by offline channels, or should they 

choose, that they are supported to gain the skills and confidence to be able to connect 

online. Examples of good practice already underway in some parts of Wales to both ensure 

non-digital access to information and services as well as initiatives to support older people 

to get online safely were also included in the Guidance.  

The summary report Access to information and services in a digital age: Summary of 

responses from local authorities and health boards6 provides an overview of the types of 

measures adopted by local authorities and health boards.   

The National Framework for Social prescribing should include the Commissioner’s 

Guidance on access to services in a digital age. 

 

Sustainability 

Building community capacity 

The success of social prescribing is dependent on there being stable sources of support 

within communities to which people can be referred, or which they can access directly..  

During the past couple of years, we have seen some of the best of our communities and the 

efforts of volunteers, community groups, charities, local businesses and local government 

have been vital, delivering a huge amount of help and support to many older people.     

The Commissioner welcomes the Welsh Government’s offer of three-year grant funding 

from 2022, with the possibility of this being extended by a further three years, and the 

Health and Social Care Regional Integration Fund to support community-based care 

models.   Funding should flow quickly to grass roots organisations and ensure the 

sustainability of services. Regional Partnership Boards and other public sector bodies 

should work in partnership with the voluntary sector to remove barriers to small local service 

providers’ engagement in the commissioning process.  

However, the cost of living crisis means that the financial sustainability of local providers is 

even more precarious than previously, while needs for the most basic kinds of support, 

such as food and warmth are increasing, leading to the development of new services to 

meet them.  

The Commissioner’s recommendations for action to address the cost of living crisis include 

the need for additional funding to be made available to community groups and the third 

sector to build on the positive action and relationships that have developed during the 

pandemic.  

 



 

Demonstrating the value of social prescribing 

Measuring impact  

Core impact measurements should include how many older people are being helped to 

access support, to what extent the quality of service and outcomes that older people expect 

are being delivered, the impact on their quality of life, and indicators of the stability of 

community and Third Sector providers.  

 

Welsh language  

The national framework should specify that support must be available through the medium 

of Welsh. Health board and local authority market stability reports should be used to ensure 

that there is a sufficient supply of Welsh-language services to deliver this.  The 

Commissioner expects, as a minimum, older people being able to receive support in the 

language of their choice.  

  

Conclusion and recommendations  

Community-based support, including that provided via social prescribing, is a broad and 

diverse sector which needs to be flexible, person-centred and outcomes focused. It should 

be appropriate, timely and easily accessible, and older people should be at the centre of all 

decisions about the support that they receive.  

 

The Commissioner recommends that:  

• the national framework for social prescribing must include a requirement for 

systematic and thorough engagement with older people;  

• the national framework should ensure robust data collection that reveals the 

characteristics of the people using, in need of, or at risk of needing, community-

based non-clinical support, as well as a wide range of other, related factors;  

• the national framework should incorporate the Commissioner’s Guidance on access 

to services in a digital age;  

• public sector bodies should work in partnership with the voluntary sector to remove 

barriers to small local service providers’ engagement in the commissioning process;  



 

• core impact measurements should also include how many older people are being 

helped to access support, the impact on their quality of life, and indicators of the 

stability of community and Third Sector providers;   

•  the national framework should also specify that support must be available through 

the medium of Welsh.  
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The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales 

The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales is an independent voice and champion for older people 

throughout Wales. 

The Commissioner is taking action to protect older people’s rights, end ageism and age discrimination, 

stop the abuse of older people and enable everyone to age well. 

The Commissioner is working for a Wales where older people are valued, rights are upheld and 

no-one is left behind. 

How to contact the Commissioner: 

Older People’s Commissioner for Wales 

Cambrian Buildings 

Mount Stuart Square 

Cardiff 

CF10 5FL 

Phone:  03442 640 670 

Email:  ask@olderpeople.wales  

Website:  www.olderpeople.wales  

Twitter:  @talkolderpeople 
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