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HEALTHY INDIVIDUALS DEPEND ON 
HEALTHY COMMUNITIES, A HEALTHY 
SOCIETY, AND A HEALTHY PLANET
Against the bleak backdrop of COVID-19, 
the murder of George Floyd, and raging 
fires from the Amazon to the Arctic, Lord 
Nigel Crisp’s latest book provides that rarest 
of commodities for current times: hope. 
Health Is Made At Home. Hospitals Are For 
Repairs. Building a Healthy and Health-
Creating Society is a radical book from the 
former chief executive of the NHS. 

With a concept conceived in Africa, this 
book speaks to perennial ideas about 
health that have long been neglected by 
industrialised nations. 

The book centres on an expansive and 
inclusive vision of health and care for 
both our NHS and our society. One where 
everyone has a role to play and where 
governments and the economic system itself 
have a responsibility to create the conditions 
for health. In setting out this new vision, the 
book addresses a critical question: while we 
in the NHS have been tackling disease, who 
has been looking after people’s health?

WHILE WE IN THE NHS HAVE BEEN 
TACKLING DISEASE, WHO HAS BEEN 
LOOKING AFTER PEOPLE’S HEALTH?
From my perspective as a GP I have 
observed a steadily increasing flow of 
ill-health over the last decade, arguably 
driven by a society that prioritises profit over 
people. I have also witnessed an unravelling 
of people’s confidence in their ability to 
manage their own health. I fear this may 
result from our tacit encouragement of 
dependency on the specialised healthcare 
system to ‘fix’ people, together with 
commercial messages that portray health 
as a purchasable commodity. With this 
toxic combination driving demand it is no 
surprise to see a rising workload take 
its toll on many colleagues, sacrificing 
their career, their mental health, or in the 
worst case, their lives. And that was before 
COVID-19 arrived.

The recent ascendency of lifestyle 
medicine and social prescribing within 
general practice speak to our thirst to do 
things differently. But these approaches 
have their critics, who question whether 
they might widen health inequalities, erode 
the workforce, and risk social iatrogenesis. 
And despite welcoming many aspects of 
these movements, I would add to these 
concerns: are they ceding enough power 
and control over health to patients and 
the community? Are they dismantling 
structural racism? Are they adequately 
reducing the ecological impacts of health 
care? And are they supporting communities 
in their transition towards the kind of low 
carbon future we urgently need if we are 
to avoid cataclysmic climate change? If we 
are truly aspiring to health then we need 
a compelling vision that addresses all of 
these issues. Perhaps ‘health creation’ as 
defined in Lord Crisp’s book, could offer 
us this.

In Surrey I have enjoyed working with 
community partners both within and 

outside the NHS to try to put this vision into 
reality. Rather than ‘prescribing’ or telling 
people what to do, we aspire to co-create 
the local conditions for the health of all 
to flourish. Examples include facilitating 
people’s desire to connect with nature 
and one another through a community 
food-growing project and facilitating active 
travel, both to promote physical activity and 
reduce local air pollution.

We have a long way to go, but with 
adequate investment I believe it would be 
possible to improve the health capital of 
our population and reduce demand on 
the NHS. We could reduce the economic 
and ecological costs of health care 
while improving the working life of NHS 
employees. 

In conjunction with policy change from 
central government we could also help 
reduce the unacceptable health inequalities 
laid bare by COVID-19.

LORD CRISP’S NEW BOOK PROVIDES 
A VISION TO STEER US OUT OF OUR 
CURRENT DIFFICULTIES.
I believe general practice is well placed 
to support its implementations. I would 
encourage colleagues to read and help 
refine these ideas from the primary care 
perspective, and even better, to collaborate 
with the ‘health creators’ outside of the 
NHS who are already taking it forward. 

I hope to see many more leaders 
demonstrate the humility and compassion 
exemplified by Lord Crisp in this book 
so that the quiet wisdom of individuals, 
communities, and cultures might be heard, 
particularly those who have long been 
subjugated. 

We can then move away from systems 
of domination towards protecting, 
championing, and amplifying such voices in 
pursuit of health and wellbeing for all.
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“The book centres on an expansive and inclusive 
vision of health and care for both our NHS and our 
society ... where governments and the economic 
system itself have a responsibility to create the 
conditions for health.”
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