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This is a place-based approach across the Torbay area of Devon that engages 
citizens and works in partnership to reduce social isolation - an identified leading 
cause of health inequalities in the area. Teams of community builders, local citizens 
and wellbeing coordinators from Age UK Torbay and Brixham Does Care work 
together to improve wellbeing and reduce loneliness for over 5,600 people.

This case study explains the:

•  Role that citizens can play in creating community activities and support  
for health and wellbeing alongside charities and statutory agencies.
 
•  Importance of community builders to enable and support this way  
of working and act as a link between citizens and organisations.
 
•  Benefits and challenges of partnership working and the important  
role that citizens and data management systems play in bridging gaps.
 
•  Need to create the right environment, in communities, using strengths 
or asset-based approaches so that everyone feels welcome and able  
to participate.
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Why this case study? 
Torbay in South Devon is a local authority area of around 135,000 people living in the coastal towns 
of Torquay, Paignton and Brixham. In the Victorian era Torbay became a popular holiday destination 
because of its sandy beaches, warm weather and busy waterfronts. It is now a popular retirement spot 
with one resident for every two of working age, making it one of the oldest areas in England.

It is also one of the most deprived areas in England. Wages are 
low and child poverty is high. There are higher than average 
rates of preventable death – especially from long-term 
conditions affecting the liver, heart and lungs. Healthy life 
expectancy is 63 for men and 62 for women, below the South 
West average of 65. There are also health inequalities within 
the area, with a nine-year difference in life expectancy for 
men living in different neighbourhoods. 

With its ageing population, loneliness and social isolation 
has been identified as a factor that contributes to health 
inequalities in the area. Pre-COVID-19 at least 6,000 people 
over 50 had been identified as living in social isolation. 

COVID-19 has undoubtedly impacted this even further. Many 
more residents have become isolated either because of risks 
to their health from the virus and the need to shield, or the 
loss of income and connections to others with the restrictions 
put in place.

The Torbay Community Development Trust, in partnership 
with others, is focused on reducing loneliness and isolation 
and improving health and wellbeing. A key part of their work 
is focused on giving citizens the tools to engage and create 
the life they want in their local communities.  

What was done? 
In 2014 local voluntary and community sector organisations in the area, supported by the Council and 
NHS teams, came together to form the Torbay Community Development Trust. Its focus is to make 
Torbay a place where everyone is included in a strong and resilient community and the voluntary, 
community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector has a strong voice in local decision making. 

Torbay Community Development Trust’s work is grounded 
in an approach called asset-based community development, 
where people in communities are supported to work 
together to build the connections, activities and support that 
they want to improve their community, their lives and their 
health and wellbeing. 

In its first year, Torbay Community Development Trust spent 
six months building relationships and working to better 
understand the issues around social isolation. What they 
discovered through this process – about the importance  
of people feeling they have a value and a purpose, and the 

impact this has on health and wellbeing - has gone on to 
inform nearly all their work. 

There is now a team of 15 full-time Community Builders 
across the 30 neighbourhoods of Torbay that work with 
people in neighbourhoods, and in partnership with other 
organisations and agencies in pursuit of their vision. Efforts 
to create a single access point into the vast array of charity 
sector support and statutory services available on offer was 
accelerated with COVID-19, as was people working together, 
across communities with local authorities and the NHS. 
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How it works?
Wellbeing Coordinators work one-on-one, supporting individuals to work through more complex 
issues. Community Builders are out-and-about in their local patch, stimulating activities run by local 
people and community groups. The team sees everyone in the community as a contributor rather 
than a problem that needs to be fixed.

02

During COVID-19, Torbay Community Development 
Trust’s funders supported the Trust to adapt their 
work to do what was needed to help people. Torbay 
Community Development Trust set up a community 
phone helpline backed by a fully integrated support 
system and a strong partnership of organisations across 
the area. This includes an alliance of advice providers 
and 12 food banks working together.

Torbay Community Development Trust’s core work is being taken forward through a number of different programmes. 
These include:

• A Funding Advice service to increase the flow of funding to the VCSE sector.
 
• A Volunteer Centre to support a wider range of opportunities to get involved. 
 
•  The Ageing Better project, called Ageing Well Torbay, which is part of a nationally funded Lottery programme. 
It involves working in partnership with other organisations on the development of a social prescribing 
ecosystem and network and peer support for mental health.
 
•  Torbay Together, a community Timebanking platform with details of activities and members across  
Torbay neighbourhoods. 
 
•  Imagine this... A Children and Young People’s partnership of 24 VCSE organisations in the youth sector,  
led by Torbay Community Development Trust to improve health and wellbeing.
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What has been achieved? 
The Torbay Community Development Trust approach of placing citizens in the driving seat of community 
development, building on what is already there and working in partnership with others has led to success 
in many ways. A key part is the development of the community organising team and social prescribing 
ecosystem, as part of Ageing Better, in partnership with Wellbeing Coordinators from Age UK Torbay.

Sylvia is one person who has benefitted. She was struggling on 
her own, with mental health and mobility challenges, and after 
a spell in hospital was feeling lonely. After working with the 
Wellbeing Coordinators and Community Builders, Sylvia now 
has activities and a social life almost every day of the week.  
She says, “they have given me my life back.”

For Torbay Community Development Trust Strategic Director, 
Simon Sherbersky, one of the reasons why the social prescribing 
model is so successful in Torbay is that there are both Wellbeing 
Coordinators and Community Builders working together as 
a team. Wellbeing Coordinators from Age UK Torbay work 
one-on-one, supporting individuals with more complex 
issues. Community Builders are out-and-about in their local 
patch, stimulating activity. “These are distinct roles, in different 
organisations” says Simon, but “at a certain point, individuals  
are introduced to the Community Builder to walk with the 
person to help them engage. This doesn’t happen through  
any formal referral process though, it is done in the way you 
would normally introduce one friend to another friend. Initially 
they meet as a three, and then once the relationship is formed 
the Wellbeing Coordinator steps away.”

Obviously with the different roles being hosted by different 
organisations this requires close partnership working and is not 
something that happens on its own. “We spent lots of time and 
energy in building the relationship between the two teams.  
It was very intentional, and we worked to build relationships 
at all levels - between team members, across teams, at 
management level.”

Partnership and working well with others is another element to 
the success of the approach. And this is not just on the ground 
in delivery, or at strategic level with commissioning. “We have 
been really fortunate to have some great support from a lot of 
organisations, regionally and nationally. For example, we learnt 
a lot through the Transform Ageing programme run by the 
Design Council and we are currently looking forward to the 
South West AHSN Spread Academy. We find that organisations 
like them, Local Motion and the Lottery are really helpful 
partners, offering expertise on things like evaluation as  
well as connections to networks alongside funding.” 

One thing that Torbay Community Development Trust has 
done to support the partnership is to put an adequate system 
in place to capture, store and share data. Early on Torbay 
Community Development Trust recognised that just capturing 
and sharing data across partners would be a challenge. To 
address this, they bought in a specialist customer relationship 
management (CRM) system that is secure but also allows 
different partners to capture and cross-refer information about 
individuals. Torbay Community Development Trust administers 
it in the middle. This means that different organisations can 
report on different cases, adding notes and sharing information. 
For Simon “investing in the CRM system was a good thing to 
do, especially for reasons of data confidentiality and privacy. It 
also helps us overcome some of the challenges that statutory 
partners have around data sharing and really demonstrate the 
impact and value.”

Evaluations 
show:

• 5,691 isolated people engaged 
• 11,361 total participants 
• 600 groups and activities mapped 
•  250 new citizen-led activities stimulated by the  
1,400 now involved informal connectors

• 59% of people involved report increased wellbeing 
• 46% fall in loneliness 
• 32% fall in visits to the GP  
• Overall 17% reduction in health and care costs
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Challenges overcome? 

Overcoming differences in philosophy between partners 

Whilst Torbay Community Development Trust accredits 
success to its partnership model, it has also found challenges 
in working with partners, and in places where it did not 
expect. “We knew there was tension between the charity 
sector and statutory sector around philosophy and approach. 
But we had not appreciated the tension between our citizen-
led community building approach and some of the more 
established voluntary sector organisations. There were some 
concerns early on that Community Builders would step into 
their territory. And not everyone believed we should be 
following a philosophy of enabling people to  
help themselves.”

“It took work but together we have overcome this  
challenge, and all the way up to the top. At the Social Care 
Transformation Board for example we have system leaders 
talking about the value of a strength-based approach - 
community first, voluntary second, statutory last.  
And we are all signed up to that now in Torbay. 

 

“What helped in this was the co-design of a collaborative 
commissioning process. All the local VCSE organisations 
obviously wanted to be involved but when we had the first 
workshop we quickly realised they didn’t know each other.  
So we did a whole lot of relationship building stuff - like 
sharing objects with personal significance and ‘speed dating’. 
Then we had everyone together with the local citizens 
already involved so that they could tell us altogether what life 
was like for them and what they wanted to do about it. This 
created the conditions for real co-design, which led to a very  
different delivery model with the people. 

“It was an immediate success. For example, one local advice 
charity heard how many local people wanted to be able to 
help their friends and neighbours with their money worries, 
so they trained up 23 residents in benefits level 1 and 2 
certificates. Back in their neighbourhoods these 23 volunteers 
helped claim back £500,000 in owed Personal Independence 
Payment (PIP) payments. It was win-win. Not only did it create 
immediate impact, but it also helped organisations think 
about how they could better harness the desire for civic 
action in the local population.” 

Over-professionalising community action and spaces

It is not just other organisations that have learnt more about 
working with people in communities. Torbay Community 
Development Trust itself, through its initial approach to the 
development of Timebanking have learnt a lot too. Simon 
says “In the development of Timebanking we decided we 
wanted to make the service look as professional as we could. 
We spent time designing and printing leaflets, developing 
the website and hosting events. It was all very slick and 
professional. But the result was not what they were expecting. 
Rather than boost numbers we found that this approach 
acted to turn people off. We suddenly found that people  
did not think they had the right stuff to offer. This was 
obviously wrong, but we realised that with our overly 
professional approach we had made it seem intimidating.” 

 
 

Torbay Community Development Trust learnt from this and 
applied the learning to the development of their community 
spaces, which they now call lounges. “Building on what we’d 
learnt through the Timebanking experience we knew we 
didn’t want a space that looks like a solicitor’s waiting room as 
people wouldn’t come. So, we created the lounge. With old 
furniture, games, karaoke. And this has been a huge success 
to the point that in the one in Brixham, run by BYES, that we 
learnt a lot from, you genuinely cannot tell who a worker is, 
who is a professional and who is a local resident. It is just a 
great space, a place of welcome. And these need to exist for 
the magic to happen. So where you haven’t got them you 
need to create them. For too long we have tried to make 
people come to us, as professionals, in our offices and waiting 
rooms. One of the most important things we have learnt is 
that it is much more effective to go out to the places where 
people want to be.”
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What next? 
During COVID-19 Torbay Community Development 
Trust found that they have been able to take things 
to the next level. They now have an integrated 
community and voluntary support system with 
a helpline at the front end, “one call that’s all”. 
Residents take the calls and direct people into a 
wide range of VCSE support that involves over  
1,100 volunteers and over 70 VCSE groups.  
 
The integrated health and care system has seen the value of 
this approach for Torbay and has instigated a project called 
The Front Door to maintain this support system for adult 
social care. This is due to go live in the autumn, showing 
Torbay’s appetite and ability to work collaboratively across 
sectors to improve the lives of residents across Torbay.  
The next challenge is to try and do something similar  
for children and young people. 
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Challenges overcome? (continued)
Demonstrating impact 

The final challenge which they are still trying to overcome 
is how to really demonstrate the impact of this community-
based partnership working. For Simon “standard evaluation 
processes don’t lend themselves to capturing the impact of 
this sort of work. We have been fortunate to have been able 
to work with some great academics and teams of evaluators 
to try and help us in this, but we are now at the point where 
we are looking beyond the traditional methods of entry and 
exit surveys or evaluation that looks backwards. We are now 
exploring another method called Ripple Effect Mapping, 

capturing intended and unintended impact, the value of 
relationships made, using Appreciative Enquiry techniques to 
see how we can better capture the real effect of what we are 
doing here, especially in terms of relationship building and the 
value of that, so others can learn from it. One thing we have 
learnt is that processes to explore attribution are not right, it 
has to be about contribution. It is our belief that evaluation 
teams need to be embedded from the outset and work 
alongside teams as approaches and programmes develop.”
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