
Building Belonging in 
Barking and Dagenham:
Radical approaches to reducing social 
isolation



This isn’t a story about a 
project or a pilot.  

It’s about taking people on a 
journey to systematically 

create power. 



When people come out of hospital, having 
support from health and care services often 
isn’t enough. 

If you don’t have a strong social support 
system, it can make recovering really hard.

Or even getting through your front door in the 
first place.

The problem (part one)



The problem (part two)



LBBD Council intentionally 
commissioned something 
different:

● Funded jointly through Ageing Well 
Programme, Better Care Fund and Local Gov 
investment

● Led with, and within the community

● Commissioned for learning, iteration and 
evaluation, not consistency and targets

● A design-led approach, based on real 
experiences



● Creating an environment around people, not a 
service

● Where help is easier to give and more joyful to 
receive

● Testing the assumptions we all have, by designing 
from real stories

● Helping the community we’re part of to organise 
strengths and energy

● Developing a sustainable approach
that builds confidence and 
relationships, so that the impact 
lasts beyond us working with 
someone.

Replicating the way that you or I might find belonging, 
care and friendship:



Why a design-led approach?

• Understand people’s lived experience 
so we could challenge the status quo 
with legitimacy

• Hardwire learning and iteration in at 
every step

• Think outside the box, be creative, 
design with people, to create something 
‘alive’ enough to respond to human 
complexity

• Based on real people, and real hopes, 
strengths, needs and dreams.



● Being curious together

● Testing preconceptions and learning 
from other places

● Co-designing principles of how we 
work, what we do

● Building empathy and 
understanding - hearing people’s 
stories and putting ourselves in 
their shoes

● The different focuses, mannerisms, 
conversations that would be 
needed

Building the will: 
Discovery with people with lived experience, healthcare workers, 
connecting and hyperlocal organisations Autumn 2023





What we 
learned 
was 
different 
to what 
we 
expected

● The people we’ve listened to have a lot of interacting 
factors happening in their lives that have led them to a 
place of being isolated.  

● All of them are experiencing some kind of complexity.

● Services aren’t designed to build deep understanding 
of where people are at, or to support them to shape and 
try different solutions.  They can work relationally, but 
they shouldn’t be where we turn for relationships.

● The answer to this isn’t to set up another service.

● We needed to create an environment where 
friendships can spark and flourish.

● To do this, we needed to shift to a deep and sustained 
relationship with people, and to creatively work with 
them to draw in things that will overcome barriers, 
and different types of support that they might need, 
from the everyday, to things that might feel 
extraordinary to that person.

● That doesn’t mean that it can be done without services.  
For this project to succeed, we will need to bring in 
some service support in a different way.







• What does and doesn’t work when we test it against real, long-term 
stories?

• How will we work and learn together across three intrinsically 
connected systems that need to respond to isolation?

• Who might need to partner with us in the delivery of this work, 
and in what ways?

Testing and iterating our 
prototype model:
Design workshops - March 2024



Meet some of our people









Our Learning so far: Challenges



Our learning so far: Dreams



No service users
No clients
People working together



Let’s design together  

Imagine that Josh and Logan 
live in your place.  What might 

a different experience for 
them look like using these 

‘how might we’s?



How might we 
be beside 

people 
differently as a 

community?

How might we 
organise to 
help people 
find and give 

support for the 
little things?

How might we 
draw in service 
support, when 
there is a clear 

case that a 
service 

interaction is 
what is most 

needed?

How might we 
help people 
build their 
confidence 

when they’re 
working with 

services?

How might we 
help people 
build their 

agency and see 
a new role for 
themselves?



Big thoughts at the 
end of discovering 

and designing 
together

“How great this 
might look…”

“My goodness, 
doesn’t it feel nice 

to work in this 
way.”

“I feel more 
positive about 
what this work 

could do”

“The variety of 
people’s stories 

and the complexity 
that they’re living 

with.”

“The power of 
connection, 

community and 
thinking 

differently.”

“That people 
here are all 

wanting to make 
a difference.”

“To trust in the 
process, and also 
to challenge it as 

we go!”

“I feel excited!”

“What other stories 
are we missing?”

“That small things 
can make a really 
big difference…”

“That it all feels 
real.”

“That people aren’t 
asking for something 

revolutionary, they 
want someone to talk 
to, to do things with…”

“Wow is my main 
reaction.  It feels like 
a radically different 
way of trying to do 

things together.  I feel 
overwhelmed.”

“That this is a 
revolutionary way 

we’re bringing 
people together.”



So… what’s next?



Personal Societal

Services

People 

working 

with us

Learning together, every week



@CareCityUK @CollectiveBD @Age_Able

Thanks for listening

If you have any questions contact us at 
emily.brook@carecity.org

We’ll be sharing our learning throughout at:

www.carecity.org/projects/harnessing-the-

power-of-community-to-overcome-social-

isolation/


