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HertsHelp is a community of 
organisations in Hertfordshire 
commissioned by HCC. They work 
together to provide residents with 
support and guidance to help them get 
the best out of life.  

During the pandemic, HertsHelp was the 
main port of call for residents requiring 
non-medical support. HertsHelp provided 
support through a sign posting service to 
other organisations and charities in 
Hertfordshire.

Many callers presented with symptoms of 
loneliness, depression and anxiety due to 
the uncertainty of the situation.  HertsHelp 
staff were able to provide reassurance to 
them.
Calls about financial concerns increased due 
to furlough and school closures. Utility bills 
increased due to stay at home orders 
(particularly in winter) and children no 
longer had access to school meals.  Children 
had no reliable internet to complete school-
work.  Many single parents, really struggled 
and several developed caller dependency.
Inappropriate expectations from callers 
included wanting their debts paid off and 
free food parcels to resume  in subsequent 
lockdowns.

Staff training, modified to include remote 
shadowing and online buddy system.
New processes put in place to deal with 
regular callers for repeat requests.

Challenging for staff to adapt to remote 
working as used to physically turning to 
colleagues for help and support.  New staff 
found the induction process hard. 
Managed to cope and adapt though the 
utilisation of new technology.  Although 
they missed face to face contact with 
colleagues, felt safer considering the 
circumstances.

Staff felt overwhelmed by the volume of 
calls and emotionally drained hearing about 
the suffering experienced by their callers. 
However, they did feel a sense of positivity 
when they were able to help callers in 
difficulty.
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Improve communication about what 
support HertsHelp can and cannot provide.

Ensure better communication between 
councils and HertsHelp about policies.
Encourage staff to engage in supervision 
and counselling to manage emotional stress 
from difficult calls.
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Method/Approach
Ten telephone interviews were carried 
out with HertsHelp staff in February 
2021.  All staff gave their consent to take 
part in the evaluation.

Interviews were recorded and 
transcribed before being analysed by two 
Research & Evaluation Officers using a 
thematic analysis1.

Staff wellbeing
• Stress & burnout
• Sense of helplessness
• Positivity towards helping residents

Impact on working practices
• Coping with change
• Physical environment changes

Impact of Covid on call volumeMeeting residents’ needs
• Practical & emotional needs
• Caller dependency
• Hard to meet or inappropriate expectations

Impact on systems & processes
• Staff training
• Process for repeat requests

Staff support systems
• Practical support
• Mental health & emotional support
• Team & management support

Communication
• Communication with external agencies
• Communication about HertsHelp
• Internal communicationCalls to Herts Help increased from 200 to 

1000 calls per day 

Staff felt supported by HertsHelp through 
access to counselling services and 
supervision. They were given flexibility in 
their working patterns and provided with 
prompt replies to their queries.

Evaluation aim - to explore the 
experiences of HertsHelp employees 
during the pandemic and identify the 
impact Covid-19 had on working practices, 
processes and systems in place within 
HertsHelp.

Communication was an issue in many 
places.  Internal communication and 
communication between councils and 
HertsHelp meant that staff were not up to 
date with the latest policies.  
External agencies often gave out incorrect 
information about HertsHelp which led to 
callers expecting  support HertsHelp could 
not provide. For example, medical support 
or paying off debts.
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Community-shaped approaches to promote adherence to 
COVID-19 health protective behaviour and vaccine uptake
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A collaborative project conducted from January to July 2021 
between Hertfordshire County Council (HCC) and Community 
Development Action (CDA). The aim of the project was to 
increase adherence to COVID-19 health protective behaviours 
and vaccine uptake during the pandemic. This was achieved 
through dissemination of correct public health messages in a 
format appropriate  to specific ethnic minority communities and 
socially marginalized groups by COVID information Champions 
(CICs). CICs were respected community leaders who these 
groups trusted.

We would like to thank CDA Herts for all the 
project assistance, CICs and residents who 
participated in this evaluation, the 
communication team and project commissioning 
team within Hertfordshire County for all their 
support during the project.
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❑ Community-shaped approaches applied via 
CICs built trust and credibility in ethnic 
minority communities and socially 
marginalized groups and increased adherence 
in health protective behaviour and vaccine 
uptake.

❑ Low trust in information that came from 
public authorities in some racialised 
communities and socially marginalised groups. 
This could be attributed to the inequalities 
these communities were experiencing prior to 
the emergence of the pandemic due to the 
little understanding public authorities had of 
their lives.
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Approach

• Three focus groups with twenty 
four CICs from diverse 
communities and faith groups.

Qualitative 
focus groups

• Focus group data were analysed 
using a thematic analytical 
approach on NVIVO 12.

Thematic 
analysis 

Communication Channels

“… perhaps the format of the email is 
getting a bit tired, and it is a bit samey, but 
they’re trying to just push home the same 
standard approach each time with the 
extra little bits in yellow.  We are producing 
these little, they’re called postcards which 
you can use for Facebook and Twitter… so 
we can put out specific information from 
that main email list and get it out to you in 
those postcard forms… “

Tim, CIC, East Hertfordshire

Gap in diversified and focused messaging targeting different audiences

“…one of the ways that I try to get 
messaging through, is through our local 
organisations who then cascade onto 
their members through their meetings 
and so on and so Women’s Institute and 
Training Association, Village Core 
Groups, Football Club etc, so that’s kind 
of the way of communicating…”

Joseph, CIC, East Hertfordshire, and Broxbourne

Low trust in information from public authorities

“We have quite a substantial community in 
Letchworth and Hitchin who are Punjabi 
speaking and I’m not really sure…it’s kind of 
getting there. Part of the feedback I’ve had 
with myself doing this information champion 
thing is that people are hesitant to take this 
information onboard from an official body 
like Herts County Council and would rather 
see it from somebody they know. So, it’s like 
they know that this person is like their friend 
or they’ve seen them in their community and 
it’s not like being imposed on them…”
Tasha, CIC, North Herts, and Stevenage

It’s a bit too impersonal and I think if 
people could see real people who’ve had 
the vaccine, I think that speaks to the 
general population far more, especially if 
it’s somebody who has an underlying 
health condition, if it’s somebody in the 
care sector or if it’s somebody… you 
know, pick the niche groups, and actually 
let them tell the story. I think that would 
be far more powerful a message whether 
it’s in the postcard form or short videos.

Mandy, CIC, Welwyn Hatfield

Conclusions
Social and cultural structures play a critical role 
in shaping world views and beliefs that 
influenced adherence to COVID-19 health 
protective behaviours and vaccine uptake in 
Hertfordshire


