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1. Background 

 
 NHS Sunderland Clinical Commissioning Group’s (the CCG) vision is to 

achieve ‘Better Health for Sunderland’.  We aim to improve the health and 
wellbeing of local people so they live longer with a better quality of life.   

 
In order to achieve this, we have identified three strategic objectives: 

 

 Transforming out of hospital care (through joining up health and 
social care and enable seven day working);  

 Transforming in hospital care, specifically urgent and emergency 
care (and enabling seven day working) 

 Enabling self-care and sustainability to ensure the NHS can 
survive and thrive in the future.  

 
 We have a passion for improving health and health services for the people of 

Sunderland and to achieve this we will work with patients, carers, service 
providers, partners and our stakeholders.     

 This strategy will be implemented in accordance with our core values, which 
are: 

 
 The strategy aims to describe how we will ensure meaningful communication 

with the public, patients, carers and their communities in Sunderland. It also 
describes the planned and sustained efforts necessary to maintain goodwill and 
mutual understanding between the CCG and its many audiences.   It will also 
look at how we communicate with and involve our member practices and staff 
to enable them to influence our decision-making more effectively.   
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 Overall, it sets out how effective communications, marketing and social media 
will be used to promote the vision and the work of the CCG and instil 
confidence in its clinical leadership and decisions.  This includes innovative 
methods of communications to help provide accessible and meaningful 
opportunities to influence decision-making processes and service improvement.   

 

 As the CCG continues to develop, there will be many new opportunities and 
challenges so this strategy does not set out a detailed menu of 
communications activities, but rather indicates a direction of travel and a 
framework for progress. 

 
Communications and engagement are part of a continuum and should work 
seamlessly together, therefore this strategy should be read in conjunction with 
the CCG’s engagement strategy.  The CCG has a service line agreement in 
place with the NHS North of England Commissioning Support (NECS) for 
communication, digital marketing and social media, advice and guidance.  
Engagement activity is provided in-house by the CCG. 

 
2. Context and challenges for Sunderland 

  
The CCG was authorised as a statutory body in April 2013 when it superseded 
NHS Sunderland Teaching Primary Care Trust, taking over some, but not all, of 
its commissioning functions. 

 
 There are approximately 281,500 people in Sunderland with an increase of 

8,100 (3%) forecast over the next 20 years.  This increase will have a huge 
impact on healthcare needs and our ability to meet them.  People are living 
longer, often with long-term conditions, and we need to prepare now for the 
challenges that lie ahead.  

 
We have used a range of information to help identify the big challenges for the 
NHS in Sunderland.  These are mainly: 

 

 mental wellness, particularly relating to depression and self-harm 

 excess deaths, particularly from cancer, respiratory and circulatory 
disease 

 health which is generally worse than the rest of England 

 a growing population of elderly people with increased care needs 

 an over-reliance on hospital care 

 services which are fragmented and lack integration. 
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We have also identified 10 transformational programmes of work to help tackle 
these big challenges and to ensure we achieve our vision.  These are:  
 

 enabling 7 day access 

 multi-disciplinary locality teams coordinating care for complex patients 

 extending the intermediate care hub 

 improving healthcare in care homes in all localities  

 implementing ‘end of life deciding right’ initiatives in GP practices 

 setting up new GP led urgent care centres and A&E hub/out of hours 
integration 

 improving community mental health pathways, access and waiting 
times for all mental health conditions 

 developing dementia friendly communities 

 buying and setting up the integrated musculoskeletal service 

 reducing hospital procedures of limited clinical value 
 

To deliver these we must target and engage with those individuals and 
communities that are the hardest to reach and influence, as well as those who 
are least able to act as advocates themselves. Communications is a key 
strategic management function that supports this process.   
 

3.    Strategic objectives for communications  
  

This strategy has three overarching aims: 
 

 raise the profile of the CCG, its role and work in line with its objectives, 
vision and values by: 
 maintaining a strong, recognisable and consistent brand identity in 

all communications materials   
 using proactive media and stakeholder relations to communicate 

with the public, patients and stakeholders to promote service 
improvements 

 embracing new technologies, using social media and developing a 
digital marketing strategy 

 engaging and communicating with stakeholders to promote the 
CCG vision, commissioning plans and demonstrate accountability. 

 
 manage the reputation of the CCG and generate confidence in its clinical 

leadership and decisions by: 

 using communications to ensure public and stakeholder confidence 
in the NHS and CCG brand 

 maintaining the quality and safety of local services 
 maintaining established relationships with the local, regional and 

national media 
 having a clear process in place to deal with media and 

parliamentary enquiries quickly and efficiently to help minimise any 
reputational risks 

 offsetting the impact of any real or potential negative media 
attention through the generation of positive coverage 
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 promoting the use of the CCG’s whistleblowing policy  
 

 Ensure member practices are at the heart of CCG decision making and 
are supported to become affective advocates of its work by: 
 working with constituent practices to understand their 

communications requirements 
 developing effective internal communications mechanisms to 

ensure practices can access relevant information 
 ensuring practices are well informed about key issues. 

 
4. Ensuring effective communications, marketing and digital media 

 
 All NHS organisations are required to have effective processes in place for 

communications and engagement. The Health and Social Care Act 2012 put 
patients at the heart of the NHS with ‘no decision about me, without me’ to 
increase patient choice and control and strengthen the collective voice of 
patients and to improve health outcomes. 

 
Communications activities generally includes reputation management, media 
relations, internal communications, website, social and digital media 
management, stakeholder management, parliamentary relations, as well as the 
marketing of services and development of integrated campaigns which 
influence behaviour, for example to encourage the best use of services or to 
make healthier lifestyle choices. 
 

 The CCG believes time spent building relationships with key partners, patients, 
the public and stakeholders is a valuable investment and recognises the 
importance of good internal and external communications.  Our 
communications processes need to be embedded throughout the organisation 
to support effective communication at all levels.   

 

 We have made significant progress locally in terms of building relationships 
and raising awareness amongst our partner organisations and key 
stakeholders, in particular, through an ‘all together Sunderland’ approach.   

 
 
5. Member practices and stakeholders 
 
 Our member practices also have a significant role to play in ensuring the 

success of the CCG.  It is vital we have good communications with and 
between member practices to ensure that they are aware of the vision and 
values of their CCG. 

 
The practices are not only uniquely placed to understand the needs and views 
of local people, but to act as important advocates for the work and 
achievements of the CCG.  Ensuring they are well informed and can influence 
the work of the CCG and its activities is a key communications task. 
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 Everything we do is in partnership with other organisations and we need to 
understand who our stakeholders are.  We have undertaken a detailed 
mapping exercise to identify our key stakeholders and will use this list to 
ensure we develop and maintain effective two way communications across 
Sunderland.  

6. Media relations and communicating with elected officials 
 
 Having a good relationship with the media is an essential part of effective 

communications and engagement.  As a public body we need to ensure we are 
acting openly, honestly and in the public interest.  The media are key 
influencers of the public and other stakeholders, therefore it is important we 
help them with their enquiries and provide clear information and briefings. 

 
 The majority of the media are confused about how the NHS operates, so it is 

important that they are helped to understand how the NHS fits together and 
shares objectives to improve healthcare and health services. 

 
 Members of Parliament and local councillors as democratically elected officials 

are important representatives of the public.  We need to ensure that there is a 
good relationship with elected officials and that their enquiries, letters and 
requests for parliamentary briefing are handled effectively and efficiently. 

 
All media enquiries should be directed to the NECS communications team so 
the enquiry can be actioned appropriately.  A media relations and 
parliamentary protocol has been developed to advise staff of the appropriate 
process in handling media or parliamentary enquiries.   
 
A copy of this protocol is available from the corporate affairs team.  

 
7. Communications activity planning 

 

We need to ensure we make the best use of resources and that any 
communications activity is effective in meeting the objectives of the CCG.  Part 
of this activity is to identify key issues that may require communications 
support to ensure they are aligned with organisational objectives. 

 
We recognise the need to collaborate with other local CCGs in at scale 
campaigns which have the benefit of gaining economies of scale and a bigger 
impact, such as winter campaigns.    

 
 Key issues and/or initiatives will require an underpinning communications plan 

which describes the following key aspects: 

 Background to the issue 

 Communications objectives 

 Key messages 

 Stakeholder analysis 

 Communications methods 

 Budget (if required) 

 Evaluation metrics 
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8. Brand identity 
 
 The CCG has redeveloped its brand identity in line with NHS branding 

guidance. This was developed in consultation with the locality groups and 
members of the CCG to ensure they were able to shape and influence the 
design.     

 
Our strong brand identify is rooted in our organisational values and helps our 
stakeholders, patients and the public know who we are.  Promoting the CCG 
identity is an essential element of this strategy and will ensure our 
communications, both internal and external, reflect the organisation’s vision 
and values.  
 
Guidance on the appropriate use of this branding is available from the 
corporate affairs team.    

 
 9. Website and digital media  
 

 The CCG website is the cornerstone for how we will ensure our communities 
can access information about the work of the CCG.  This ‘shop window’ allows 
us to make the best use of communication and engagement resources which 
means we can further develop and implement our plans for digital and social 
media activity as part of our communications toolkit. 

 
 Digital and social media has the potential to transform people and patient’s 

health and care as it allows access to information and services that are 
convenient to the user. Our new website is technologically enabled and allows 
us to use platforms such as Twitter, Facebook and YouTube, so we can make 
better use of communication and engagement resources. 

 
 By using digital and social media, this opens up communication channels and 

engages users but it is also important to remember that this medium needs to 
be integrated with existing traditional communications and engagement tactics 
and channels. 

 
A digital marketing strategy has been developed to support this strategy and a 
copy is attached at appendix 1.  The digital marketing strategy was approved 
by the executive committee at its meeting in July 2014. 
 

10. Governance and accountability  

 
 The chief officer has overall accountability for developing and delivering the 

communications function and how it relates to engagement.  On a day to day 
basis this is overseen by the head of corporate affairs.  The executive practice 
manager has also been appointed as the lead for communications and 
engagement.  
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 A communications and engagement steering group has been established and 
meets regularly to oversee this strategy as well as directing the priorities and 
resources available for both communications and engagement.   The group 
reports to the CCG’s executive committee on a monthly basis via its minutes 
and is chaired by the head of corporate affairs.   

 
11. National context  
 
 In developing this strategy we have taken into account the legal requirements 

set out in the NHS Constitution.  It takes into account of The NHS belongs to 
the people: a call to action (July 2013) which highlights that responsibility 
belongs to all to transform the NHS to ensure it is sustainable for the future. 

 
 The strategy takes into account the Equality Act 2010 which provides a 

legislative framework to: 
 

 protect the rights of individuals and advance equality of opportunity for all 

 update, simplify and strengthen the previous legislation  

 deliver a simple, modern and accessible framework of discrimination law 
which protects individuals from unfair treatment and promotes a fair and 
more equal society.  

 
 It requires organisations to take equality and human rights into account in 

everything they do, whether that is commissioning services, employing people, 
developing policies, communicating, consulting or involving people in their 
work. 

 
12. Implementation  
 
 Implementation of this strategy is underway and a detailed action plan has 

been developed to support the delivery of this and the digital marketing 
strategy.  By delivering the action plan, this will support the CCG’s commitment 
to having professional and systematic mechanisms in place to help meet our 
commissioning objectives and ensure we establish and maintain key 
relationships with all our stakeholders including the public.   

 
 
  

http://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/nhs_belongs.pdf
http://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/nhs_belongs.pdf
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Embracing new technologies to broaden participation 
 

1. Introduction  
 

Digital marketing is defined as the use of electronic devices such as computers, 
smartphones, and tablets to engage with stakeholders. Digital marketing 
applies technologies or platforms such as websites, email and social networks 
in order to facilitate this. 

 
 This strategy has been developed to support the CCG’s communications and 

engagement strategies. 
 
 
2. Rationale  
 
 NHS Sunderland CCG (the CCG) is keen to develop its use of digital marketing 

for a number of reasons.  It has the potential to transform people and patient’s 
health and care as it allows access to information and services that are 
convenient to the user. Digital marketing opens up communication channels 
and engages users but it is also important to both offline and online 
communications needs to be integrated for consistency.   

 
Digital marketing opens up the potential to have a two way conversation with 
the target audience and this type of communication is measurable, meaning 
that the CCG can monitor and review how messages are being received by the 
target audience. 

 
Digital and social media can help to remove the perceived barriers between the 
public and the CCG to provide a forum for open dialogue, honest feedback, and 
the true voice of the user being heard.   

 
Social media is most commonly used by members of the community that have 
not usually expressed views through more conventional means of engagement. 
 

3. Digital marketing mechanisms 
 
 The mechanisms the CCG is looking at in terms of digital marketing are: 
 

 CCG website 

 Twitter 

 Facebook 

 LinkedIn 

 Email 
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4. Objectives 
 
 The objectives of this strategy are: 
 

 To create genuine conversations from a diverse range of people across 
Sunderland 

 Ensure that there is a month on month increase of followers on Twitter 
and likes on Facebook 

 Encourage re-tweets where possible to increase reach 
 
 Please note that the different channels from the digital marketing strategy will 

be monitored on a month by month basis and an update will be provided in the 
communication and engagement steering group meetings. 

 
5. Website 
 

The CCG website has recently undergone significant redevelopment to make it 
more up to date and reflective of the work of the CCG, using our local branding 
that was developed over the past year, and also to make it more interactive and 
informative for patients, partners and members of the public.   
 
There are a number of digital touch points (a tool to reach individuals through a 
digital media device to deliver your message) on the website.  These include: 

 

 email sign up – allows users of the site to sign up to receive email 
communications (this will be linked to My NHS) 

 Twitter feed – display recent tweets on the home page and increases 
awareness of social channels and engagement 

 Facebook integration – increases awareness of social channels and 
engagement 

 social sharing buttons – each relevant piece of content should have social 
sharing buttons to facilitate simple and effective syndication of content on 
social networks 

 surveys and polls – use survey and poll widgets on the home page to 
encourage feedback 

 
 All of the above touch points support the wider digital marketing strategy as 

they provide opportunities for the CCG to interact with individuals, facilitate 
engagement and create more useful content on the website itself.  The touch 
points help to build an engagement community and can increase the reach of 
our audience.  The audience of each digital and social channel has the 
potential to grow exponentially and with each communication comes the 
potential to reach a wider audience as the message is viewed, interacted with 
and shared. 

 
Through the implementation of this strategy, these digital touch points will be 
used to enhance the opportunities for engagement with the public and 
patients. 



 13 

6. Email 
 

The use of email will be integrated into the website, particularly My NHS, to 
encourage communications with patients and the public.  My NHS is a 
sophisticated engagement tool that can be used to widen public and patient 
participation within a specific catchment area. It will provide a systematic, 
robust system that stands up to the scrutiny of the advanced ‘market research 
techniques’ for the clinical commissioning groups.  

 
How can email support the goals of the CCG? 

 email can be used as a personalised, education communication tool, 
giving the public and other stakeholders an insight into the CCG 

 engagement with the public and patients 

 support campaign messages 

 share public health messages 
 

How can this be achieved? 

 integrate email sign up as part of the website 

 encourage email sign up across offline touch points 

 create email communication plan as part of individual communications 
and engagement strategies 

 segment database 

 create email campaigns 

 measure effectiveness in relation to objectives 
 

7. Social media 
 

General principles 
 

When using social media, there are some general principles to be mindful of:  

 be accurate – check facts, spelling and grammar and check again  

 be respectful - know when to take the conversation offline, don’t divulge 
or encourage personally identifiable or sensitive information, treat others 
as you wish to be treated 

 be responsible - messages proliferate quickly – make sure you’re willing 
to take responsibility for your content, act courteously and professionally 

 be time sensitive and respond to messages in a contextually relevant 
manner 

 
The recommended channels for the CCG are Twitter, Facebook, YouTube (for 
posting videos), and LinkedIn (for stakeholders).  Information about the general 
principles, how often it should be used, typical audience, kind of content that 
should be published and the golden rules for each platform are indicated below.  
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8. Twitter 
 

Twitter is an online social networking service that enables users to send and 
read short 140-character text messages, called ‘tweets’.  Registered users can 
read and post tweets, but unregistered users can only read them.  

 
The audience of Twitter is vast and has the potential to reach a number of 
different groups such as: 
 

 Public 

 Councils 

 Health care professionals 

 Health care bodies 

 Stakeholders 

 Staff 
 
The diagram on the following page helps to demonstrate the potential Twitter 
has: 
 
 



 15 
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 The kind of content that should be published can include: 

 campaign messages - use hash tags appropriately 

 news stories 

 interviews 

 commentaries 

 videos 

 educational 

 public outreach - message frequency should increase proportionately to 
message importance 

 surveys and polls 

 disaster and crisis response 

 intelligent discussion 

 health promotion 
 

 The North East Leadership Academy has published guidance on how Twitter 
should be used by professionals and can be found here: Twitter guide for NHS 
professionals 

 
 

Golden Rules 
 

 There are also some golden rules that should be followed when using Twitter.  
These are: 

 tweet often 

 reply quickly – users will expect a near immediate response to 
emergency, critical questions 

 engage with relevant people – Twitter is an engagement tool 
 
9. Facebook 
 
 Facebook is an online social networking service and is open to anyone over 12 

years old.  Facebook provides an easy way for people to keep in touch and 
allows individuals to have a presence online and you can interact directly with 
organisations.  

 
 Facebook also has the potential to reach a large number of groups such as  

 public 

 councils 

 health care professionals 

 health care bodies 

 stakeholders 

 staff 
 
  
  

http://www.nelacademy.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/Twitter%20Strategy%20for%20NHS%20Professionals.pdf
http://www.nelacademy.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/Twitter%20Strategy%20for%20NHS%20Professionals.pdf
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The kind of content the CCG will be looking to publish on Facebook will include: 

 campaign messages 

 news stories 

 interviews 

 commentaries 

 videos 

 educational  

 public outreach (frequency proportionate to the message importance) 

 surveys and polls 

 disaster and crisis response 

 intelligent discussion 

 health promotion 
 

Golden rules 
 
  The golden rules with regards to Facebook are: 

 posts should be about quality, not quantity.   

 vary the content 

 used as the primary content marketing vehicle for online content and 
campaign messages (links, polls, surveys, videos, images etc.)  

 engage with the audience 

 encourage an open dialogue, pose questions, ask for feedback, ask for 
opinion, offer commentary 

 monitor regularly – the CCG cannot allow messages or posts to go 
unseen and unanswered due to the potentially sensitive and critical nature 
of some messages. 

 
 
10. CCG TV (YouTube) 
 
 YouTube is a video sharing website which users can upload, view and share 

videos. This site will primarily be used to host videos that the CCG produces. 
 

YouTube audience includes: 

 public 

 councils 

 health care professionals 

 health care bodies 

 stakeholders 

 staff 
 
 The kind of content that should be published includes: 

 campaign messages 

 interviews 

 educational messages 

 public health messages 
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The audience may comment on the videos and the CCG needs to be 
prepared to engage with these comments and users appropriately. 

 
 Golden rules 

 
  The golden rules with regards to YouTube are: 

 be consistent and on-brand - videos should reflect the goals and purpose 
of the CCG 

 monitor regularly 

 address user comments as appropriate  

 support videos with quality content 

 remember to write descriptions and include relevant tags for all videos 
 
 

11. LinkedIn 
 
 LinkedIn is the world’s largest professional networking site and users have 

personal and organisational profiles to maintain their own presence. In this 
instance, we are referring to LinkedIn for the CCG so that the organisation can 
maintain its presence. 

 
The audience for LinkedIn includes stakeholders, staff and the Local Authority. 

 
 The types of information that could be published on LinkedIn include:   

 recruitment updates 

 white papers 

 industry commentary 

 sector news 

 professional updates 
 

In terms of inbound communication, it is expected that we will receive 
recruitment enquiries, industry commentary opportunities, and organisation 
queries. 

 
 Golden rules 
 
 There are some key golden rules for staff to remember when using LinkedIn.  

These are: 

 remain professional at all times - staff are representing the CCG  

 engage with relevant individuals, groups and organisations 

 CCG staff, stakeholders, professional bodies and affiliated organisations 
are present on LinkedIn – let’s join the conversation 
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12. Integrating digital marketing with offline communications 
 

It is important that both online and offline communications are integrated. Both 
types of communication form an essential part of the CCG’s communications 
and engagement strategies and how they are being used is constantly evolving.   
 
Offline communications should reference digital and social channels where 
appropriate in order to promote the CCG’s usage of these.  Offline 
communications should also be supported by online channels, ensuring any 
key messages or pieces of information are being promoted to help reach as  
wide an audience as possible.    
  

13. Roles and responsibilities 
 

The CCG has a service line agreement in place with the North of England 
Commissioning Support Service (NECS) in relation to communications support.  
The NECS communications team will support the delivery of the digital 
marketing strategy as part of the delivery of the communications and 
engagement strategies.   

 
It will be the role of the head of corporate affairs, as chair of the 
communications and engagement steering group, to monitor and provide 
further content in relation to the work of the CCG and key developments.   

 
NECS has secured an online management tool (SocialSignIn) that will enable 
the management of the social media channels, allowing users to schedule 
tweets in advance to support the dissemination of information.  The CCG is 
currently using this tool.    

 
14. Implementation  

 
Implementation of the communications and engagement strategies are 
underway and a detailed action plan has been developed to support the 
delivery of these.  The implementation of the digital marketing strategy has 
been incorporated into this action plan, with some actions already been 
completed.  An example of this is the CCG’s Twitter site has now been 
developed and training for key members of staff has been arranged to ensure 
this is used appropriately. 

 
 

 
 

    
          

 


