
Client Case Study

Background
Sandwell Primary Care Trust’s core purpose is to improve the health and wellbeing 
of its vibrant West Midlands community. More than 1,300 staff serve a population 
of around 320,000 people. There are 63 doctors’ surgeries, 76 pharmacies, 44 dental 
surgeries and 49 opticians.

The Challenge
Like other primary care organisations across England, Sandwell works in line with 
objectives set by the wider NHS. Primary care trusts are specifically challenged to do 
more to improve the health of their local populations and reduce health inequalities. 
Priority is to be given to areas of deprivation that present the highest need.

So, as well as access to healthcare and treatment, Sandwell Primary Care Trust co-
ordinates health promotion campaigns designed to prevent illness occurring in 
the first place. It does this in partnership with local people and a range of partner 
organisations including other NHS bodies, voluntary groups and local authorities. 

A key task is to develop successful community-based models for improving public 
health such as encouraging fruit and vegetable consumption and more exercise.

The Solution
The public health issues in Sandwell typically concern smoking, alcohol, fitness and 
food. Primary care analysts help to develop policies and initiatives around these 
themes using data from different sources, such as deprivation indices, existing service 
provision and patient uptake, within Geographic Information Systems (GIS). They use 
the data to present findings, inform fellow managers and ultimately measure the 
outcomes once action starts. 

Working closely with Dotted Eyes, one of the UK’s leading providers of spatial 
solutions, Sandwell Primary Care Trust has increasingly benefited from GIS for 
research, analysis, visualisation and decision making. 

Ralph Smith, Sandwell’s Deputy Head of Information and Intelligence, has seen GIS 
evolve as a mainstream business tool. 

“Access to geographic information on the desktop is very important for PCTs and all 
other health bodies who analyse data in their work,” he says. “Being able to integrate 
and visualise data using GIS enables more effective support for policies on tackling 
health inequalities. You can, for example, decide priority areas based on data mapped 
by ward boundaries. In Sandwell, GIS is helping with the spatial analysis of healthy 
choices such as reducing obesity through a better diet.”

Improving public health choices:  
a case study from Sandwell Primary Care Trust 

Benefits of using 
mapping data

n	 interpret statistics more easily

n	 present research findings and 
form action plans efficiently

n	 analyse and present health data 
by postcode, ward, district or 
Super Output Area 

n	 reduce the chances of poor 
decisions being made on where 
best to target health promotion 
campaigns

n	 visualisation on a map improves 
communications with target 
audiences including fellow 
managers, NHS partners and the 
general public

Benefits of sourcing  
data under the Digital 
Mapping Agreement

n  source map data quickly and cost    
effectively

n  the Agreement supports joint 
working between different parts 
of the NHS and with partners

n	 the Agreement enables 
emergency data sharing in 
situations such as major incident 
response and hospital bed 
shortages
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UNIFYING THE SPATIAL ENVIRONMENT



Recognition of success
Such is the strength of Sandwell’s work in promoting public 
health choices it was named Primary Care Organisation of 
the year at the prestigious Health Service Journal Awards 
in 2008. Among the winning criteria was progress made 
on the objectives set out in the 2004 White Paper Choosing 
Health: Making healthy choices easier. * This paper laid out the 
principles for helping the public make more informed choices 
about their health and is a key source of guidance for PCTs.

“We had to demonstrate that we understood the health needs 
of the local population, including the health inequalities,” 
says Ralph Smith. “GIS has certainly helped us with the visual 
presentation of that understanding and how our work is 
planned and measured.”  

The NHS Digital Mapping Agreement
Now, the mapping data involved in improving public health 
choices is available to Sandwell PCT through a centralised 
agreement between the NHS Information Centre for Health 
and Social Care and Dotted Eyes. 

The NHS Digital Mapping Agreement is designed to support 
the strategic planning, delivery and analysis of health services 
over a four-year period. 

The agreement is open to hundreds of healthcare 
organisations across England including primary care trusts, 
strategic health authorities, NHS trusts and all 11 English 
ambulance trusts.  It covers a wide portfolio of products 
split into two categories: backdrop raster data and more 
interactive vector mapping. For more information on the 
products available visit www.dottedeyes.com/nhsportfolio

Why Dotted Eyes?
Dotted Eyes is one of the UK’s leading providers of GIS 
solutions, supplying map data to over 100 NHS organisations 
under the Digital Mapping Agreement. For more information 
on the agreement, visit www.dottedeyes.com/nhs. 

For more information on Sandwell Primary Care Trust, 
visit www.sandwell.nhs.uk. or contact Ralph Smith at 
ralph.smith@sandwell-pct.nhs.uk.

UNIFYING THE SPATIAL ENVIRONMENT

A healthy eating initiative called Eatwell was 
taken forward after analysis with digital maps 
showed residential areas at risk of becoming 
“fresh food deserts”. 

Sandwell Primary Care Trust’s food policy and 
transport planning teams fi rst used maps 
to show properties within ten minutes of a 
supermarket either by public transport or 
on foot. A combination of GIS and transport 
planning software helped identify the spaces 
that fell outside the ten-minute parameter. 

The Eatwell partnership then looked at what 
shops there were in the spaces and encouraged 
them to stock fresh fruit and vegetables at 
affordable prices if they were not already doing 
so. Forty-three retailers came on board to join 
the initiative. 

Ralph Smith says:  “The mapping analysis 
got to the point quickly by showing the lack 
of access to fresh food within a reasonable 
distance. Despite online delivery of food from 
large retailers, many people still shop locally. If 
Eatwell had not existed, the geographic gaps 
could well have degraded into fresh food 
deserts, fuelling health inequality.” 

Case Study
Healthy eating
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Sandwell Primary Care Trust runs a series of 
initiatives designed to increase residents’ 
levels of physical activity. GIS has been used to 
analyse a physical activity database made up of 
participants across Sandwell who had registered 
to receive fi tness advice. 

The Primary Care Trust information team 
identifi ed those living within 1km of Sandwell 
Valley Country Park, a popular walking area 
visited by more than a million visitors a year. 

The aim was to send nearby residents a mailshot 
of information including a dedicated Sandwell 
Valley Trails map, so encouraging them to go out 
and walk locally as part of keeping fi t. 

Using  RangerMap (1: 50,000 raster backdrop 
mapping), the information team plotted 
database addresses inside a 1km buffer of the 
park boundary. They then targeted the mailshot 
and are currently following up on the response. 

Case Study
Physical exercise

GIS has also helped Sandwell Primary Care Trust 
establish and maintain a ‘smoking equity audit’. 
This is a measure of smoking patterns and the 
effectiveness of anti-smoking initiatives. 

The information team use thematic maps based 
on ward boundaries to show how many people 
per thousand are accessing ‘quit smoking’ 
services. 

A clear picture of which areas have the least 
quitters is built up, so indicating where further 
promotional work may need to be considered. 

Ward-level mapping can also show how many 
people have committed to quit, and at what 
stage, during their anti-smoking course.  

Case Study
Smoking

 *http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/


