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Summary

Rotherfield at Heart has been an ambitious and challenging community engagement
project. This pilot project looked to experiment and test new methods of working.
The budget was small, and the resources needed for the project to be successful,
relied very much upon the generosity and cooperation of the residents and
community groups in Rotherfield.
Our project focused on the village of Rotherfield, a small community in a rural part
of East Sussex, rather than the larger parish of Rotherfield
The village of Rotherfield is quite typical of East Sussex, there are two pubs, a
primary school which is active in the community, a church and a busy café that is a
meeting place and community hub, along with several other small businesses and
community groups.
The evidence and insight generated by this project has enabled us to confirm that
Rotherfield has a number of elderly residents who are isolated within the
community; that there are young people who struggle to find enough to do and
socialise outside of school and that there are families who are affected by a lack of
services.
This project tested a model of engagement that was peopled centred and activity
led. The project was successful in engaging members of the community, capturing
their ideas and importantly, able to influence community groups to think differently
about working in partnership in the future.
Rotherfield at Heart has met its main objectives, which were to:
•

•
•
•

Gather evidence and insight that will contribute towards the understanding
of the effects of social isolation and loneliness on the residents in a rural
community.
To encourage ongoing dialogue and sustained partnership working around
social isolation and community cohesion
To make recommendations that will help drive positive change in the
community – turning residents’ ideas into action and encourage volunteering
Encourage further work that will centre on making a positive difference to
the health and wellbeing of Rotherfield residents
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How did Rotherfield at Heart come about?

East Sussex Community Voice (ESCV) is an independent Community Interest Company
our mission is to provide independent, professional and inclusive services that
engage and empower the public to have their say in the design and delivery of public
services and to generate intelligence and insight from public engagement that
supports commissioners and providers to improve public services.
ESCV came together in early 2017 with Rotherfield St Martin (RSM), a charity that
work towards combating isolation and loneliness in Rotherfield. Both organisations
agreed that there was an interesting piece of work to be carried out in Rotherfield
around community resilience and social isolation.
ESCV were successful in obtaining a small grant of £5000 from Big Lottery Awards
for All fund. The project started in mid-July in 2018 and finished in early November
2018.
We created a pilot project that over a period of five months used a community audit
model and action research to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the
community. We looked to identify the effects, if any, of isolation and loneliness in
Rotherfield, and to engage with residents to capture their thoughts and experiences
around community cohesion, volunteering, and social action.
This pilot was designed to be the pre-amble to much needed further work. The
objective has been to use the evidence and insight gathered to support further
project and engagement work and to enable organisations in Rotherfield to carry on
the conversations around improving the health and wellbeing of their community.
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Introducing Rotherfield at Heart
“A great way to get residents together and
start a conversation about community action
and change”

How did we engage?

Rotherfield at Heart was made up of a programme of activities and events and a
community survey that ran between July and October 2018.
We delivered a programme of engagement that included a questionnaire delivered
to residents, disseminated via local community groups, available online and via
social media.
We asked residents to think about the following:
•
•
•
•
•

Their community and their place in it
Their health and well-being
Local travel services, facilities and services
Their understanding of civic engagement
Their views on volunteering and social action

We identified local partners, community groups and charities that we could work
with - piggy backing onto local events and activities that gave us access to residents.
Our aim was to have conversations with residents that were not currently involved
in a local group or activity as well as those that were looking to try an activity. We
trialled activities not currently available, giving residents something new to get
involved with and allowing us to have conversations with residents not necessarily
connected to an existing group. Most successful of these events were the community
read and the mindfulness health walks.
It was important that during this project we were able to carry out some focused
engagement, talking to small groups, from a cross section of the community. Our
aim was to engage with older residents, carers, children and young adults, and LGBT
residents.
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For this focused engagement we used the NHS Five Ways to Wellbeing as a basis for
the discussions.
We chose to tackle certain subjects by inviting some residents to take part in face
to face interviews. What we aimed for during these interviews was to gather detailed
and personal insight into social isolation and community cohesion.
Rotherfield primary school very much supported the Rotherfield at Heart project.
The children voted and chose the winning project logo, enthusiastically completed
a questionnaire about their community, and the school council took on the important
job of guiding and supporting their class mates in how to complete the
questionnaire.
Lastly, we used social media and our website to invite comment on the issues being
looked at by the project and to get out key messages about what we were hoping to
achieve.
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What we found out

During our time in Rotherfield, we looked at different ways to engage with residents
within the community, using a range of methods to talk to people of all ages and
backgrounds.
We provided a survey – which could be completed digitally, arranged focus groups,
held face to face interviews, an inclusive community read and an ‘Ideas Wall’ at
events, that gave as many people as possible the opportunity to talk to Rotherfield
at Heart and tell us about the good and the not so good, as they experienced it.
Rotherfield primary school, Rotherfield St Martin, the Courtyard Café, Parish Council
and other local community assets provided opportunities and contacts within their
networks to allow Rotherfield at Heart to flourish with its engagement and host our
activities. These networks and opportunities allowed children and young people,
working people, parents and older people to tell us about their thoughts and feelings
of how they see their community and what works for them and what needs to change
for the better.
Here we illustrate the key findings to emerge from 79 survey responses and the
engagement work of the pilot.
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Survey Responses

Community

“There is an unspoken sense that
residents of this village pull together. It
has now become widely apparent”

57% of people said they
could get involved to
change things for the
better

59% of people said
that they felt part
of the community

14% felt that they could
not and 29% were
neutral

33% of respondents
were neutral
“I know lots of people and I feel I
can join in lots of things”

65% people
chat often
when out and
about

72% of people
chat with
their
neighbours
often

58% of people were
positive about the
community working
together
10% of people
responded less
positively and 32%
were neutral about
involvement
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Is there a club, group or activity you would like to belong to that is not
currently available?

Dance Classes

Book/Reading Club

Arts and Crafts

Nature Walks

Choir

9|Page

Well-being
“I enjoy my life and
appreciate the
environment in
which I live “

“Sometimes I feel
anxious because I
live on my own “

61% of people were
satisfied with their day
to day life

66% of people
said the
community helps
them feel safe

35% of people said they
sometimes or often felt
lonely
“The village is
my happy place”

“Some days I
don't see
other people”

32% of people said they
often or sometimes feel
isolated in the community

72% of people
said they were
happy in
general
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Infrastructure
Do you find it easy to travel around?

45% Agree

29% Disagree

What is your main method of travel?

Car (68%)

Bike (4%)

“There are limited bus routes
which make it hard for those,
like myself, who aren’t
driving and only a small
variety of shops with more
and more shops closing
leaving only few local
businesses”

Walk (21%)

Public Transport (7%)

Other (0)

“More buses. My grandson
struggles to get about”

“Lack of buses forces me
to stay home”

60% of people said there is not enough public
transport for their needs

“It's a dying
village. So many
shops have
closed down”

59% of people feel there
is not a wide enough
range of shops, services

and businesses
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Positive Influence
51% of people said it was
important to feel that they
could influence decisions in
their local community

“Happy to help with
anything but busy with full
time employment and
teenagers. Always happy
to try and help in an
emergency i.e. water
crisis!”

42% of respondents were
neutral
20% of people said they felt

“Being a member of
local organisations
gives one a voice to
impact change
throughout the
community.”

they could personally
influence decisions in their
local community
35% of respondents felt that
they could not personally
influence decisions

“Like to volunteer
in my community”

29% of people said would
know how to influence
decisions in their local
community
34% of respondents said
that they did not know

In the last 12 months 46% of
people have given unpaid
help to community groups or
organisations
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The Ideas Wall

The Ideas Wall

Each engagement activity included an opportunity for those taking part to share
their ideas on what they felt was important for their community and the kind of
activities they would like to participate in locally. People had complete freedom to
write whatever they liked, without restrictions.
We captured these on our Ideas Wall and comments are shown below.

Communication within the community
“Help us work with the Parish Council”

“Community Calendar”

“Village diary and website”

Environmental Issues
“Initiatives to stop pollution”

“Stop the traffic events” “More cycle paths”

Groups and Activities
“Community film nights” “Coffee morning events aimed at empty nesters”
“Woodland projects”

“Health Walks”

“Village Choir”

“Drumming workshops”

Celebration and Partnerships
“Projects that bring the community together”
“Community Oven”

“Street Party”

“Celebrate silver Sunday as a village!”
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Activities for children and young people
“Toddler Playground” “

Weekly milk bar for teens”

“First aid for kids”

“Woodland activities for children”
In general, people wanted to support improvements to the local environment and
were keenest on activities that helped improve health and wellbeing, with access to
the countryside featuring frequently. Opportunities to work together as a community
and celebrating together were also recurring comments.

The Ideas Wall
Young People

Young people also had the opportunity to give their comments and feedback about
things specific to them. These are shown below.

“Street Lights”

“Clothes Shop”

“Better Wifi”

“Skate Park”

“Outside Gym area”

“More Buses”

“Better recycling”
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Focussed Engagement

We spoke to young people and parents with young children about what they felt
were the integral elements in promoting and supporting wellbeing in the village.
Participants were asked about the opportunities for connecting with others, for
getting active, taking time and noticing your surroundings, to keep learning,
volunteering, and supporting their community.

The Young people – 7 participants aged between 12 and 16
We asked the young people if they felt they had enough opportunities, at home, in
school and in the community to connect with friends, family and neighbours.
4 said yes

3 said no

Those young people who responded positively about their opportunities; talked
about connecting in person.
“I say Hi in person, talk to my family at home and friends at school”
“We meet at the local café”
Only two of the group talked about using social media as a way of feeling connected
to friends.
Those young people who said they didn’t have the opportunities to connect, said
that what they needed was a better bus system (in frequency, at a lower cost, with
bus stops nearer to their home) they also wanted better internet access.
The young people all commented that walking around the village centre and
surrounding areas was difficult and could stop them meeting friends.
Four out of the seven young people felt that they didn’t have enough opportunities
(outside of school) to be active. We asked what would help them be more active
locally.
“We could do with some more clubs for young people, maybe a dance club”
“more places to meet up and hang with your friends”
“Better equipment in outdoor spaces”
“Better activities”
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There are some very interesting points to emerge from the conversations around
taking notice. The young people who felt they could connect with their surroundings
could do so because of access to safe areas like parks and open spaces, safe routes
and pavements, they were also the young people who had pets and or activities to
take part in outside school.
Five of the young people said they had the opportunity to take time to take notice
of their surroundings.
The two young people who didn’t get the opportunity said this was because they
were too busy or restricted by where they lived to go out.
“more pavements would allow me to walk”
For those who were taking the opportunity to take in their surroundings walking and
having access to a safe place to walk made the difference;
“walking the dog, using my eyes and ears”
“Personally, I go horse riding and walk the dog on the green”
“I walk a lot, everywhere”
Five of the young people felt that they did have opportunities to keep on learning,
beyond what they did in school.
They said that they:
Enjoyed reading

Learning about nature

Picking up skills

“I am immersed in skills from parents /friends /and teachers”
The two young people who said that they didn’t feel they had opportunities to
learn both said that they would like access to a library.
We asked the young people if they had opportunities to volunteer and support
their local community
In general, there was a very good level of understand of what volunteering and
social action means. Most of the young people were able to relate to a positive
experience of volunteering by family members and friends. The young people
understood that volunteering is something that they would benefit from as well as
a way of helping their community. Five of the young people were already or had
volunteered in some capacity over the last six months.
Examples of where the young people were volunteering:
16 | P a g e

Church

Local charity

School

Scouts

When asked if there were volunteering opportunities that they would like to take up
but that were not currently available – The young people over-whelming said that
they would like to volunteer to support environmental issues.

Parents with young children

We undertook our focused engagement with six parents of preschool aged children
and asked them to discuss the opportunities to engage with the NHS Five Ways to
Wellbeing and if they felt they had enough opportunities to connect with people
within their community.
All six parents said yes, they had the opportunity to connect with friends, family
and neighbours. The school, toddler group, pub, and café were all mentioned as
places where our group connected with people.
“Yes, moved in 7 months ago – met people within 5 minutes of moving. Everyone
says good morning”
“meeting and talking to other parents through the school has really helped. If I
didn’t have school aged children, as well, I think I would have struggled to
connect. I have been here a year now”
We asked the parents about access to opportunities for being active. None of the
participants struggled to keep active. Having young children meant that all the
participants felt they were active enough, all participants walked regularly and used
open spaces.
Three of the participants said that would like access to evening exercise classes and
that these classes didn’t seem to be currently available.
“I take part in a cricket club every week”
“I would love access to more exercise classes”
All the participants felt they were able to connect with their surroundings and take
notice.
They said that walking in open spaces, walking to and from school and walking dogs
gave them the opportunities they needed.
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“Use the millennium green for family friendly walks and many public fields.
Shame not many cycle routes”
“Have two dogs, walking I get to know more people and am able to take notice
of nature and the sky”
Only one participant said that they felt that they had opportunities to keep on
learning and that they knew where to go to find out about classes and activities.
Four participants said no there were not the opportunities for learning and one other
said they were not sure.
“More opportunities for practical learning – I.T not beginners”
“The learning opportunities I see in the village are all geared up for older
people”
Only one participant felt they were currently able to volunteer and was activity
looking for opportunities.
“I am open to new (volunteering) opportunities, one off, no long-term
commitment”
The other participants agreed that volunteering and supporting the community was
important but not something they currently had time to do.
All agreed that, even in the future, they would be interested in “one off”
opportunities.

The community read

Community Read

We chose the community read activity as an innovative way to bring people
together in the community; through a shared reading experience. We also knew
from scoping activity that a book group was something that residents had said they
would like to take part in.
We choose the book Tender Earth - By Sita Brahmachari because it was perfect for
an intergenerational activity. It was a book that had children as its protagonists,
but wasn’t written as a children’s book, so was equally appealing to both children
and adults.
The community read was very successful. We put 60 copies in various locations out
in the community, Rotherfield residents embraced the concept and happily took
park, even those who initially had misgivings.
“At first, I thought, why am I reading this? - I persevered, as I entered the
book – I couldn’t put it down”
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The reviews of the book have indicated that a community read does have the
power to change people’s views and outlook in a positive way. This book had some
challenging themes for some readers, but as the themes were tackled collectively,
in a community, they were able to investigate these themes from a comfortable
space.
“I have never lived near or amongst people of different colours or creeds – the
whole story of the book has been so informative. The ending had me in tears”
We also had evidence that a community read was able get to isolated residents.
This was a central aim of the activity and with further community reads and
activities like this the impact could be greater.
“A very good book. The story was easy to read and could easily pick the book
up again after a day or two. I recommended this to a neighbour - I said I would
get him a copy as he doesn't go out very often but loves to read. I look
forward to the next book”
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Recommendations

These recommendations come from Rotherfield residents themselves. We have
looked at the evidence and insight, along with comments and written statements
and worked with residents and local groups to come up with a set of practical
recommendations that could enable future action and change. Turning the
community’s ideas into actions.
We asked residents to think particularly about how to combat loneliness and
isolation and improve community cohesion when putting forward suggestions.

Communication

Good communication within a community was highlighted as a real strength, both
by individual residents and by those representing groups and organisations. The
ambition to build unity and understanding in the community was acknowledged and
prevalent in much of feedback and comments around communication.
The results from our engagement and survey indicate that there are residents that
do not feel part of the community, and some lack the knowledge and understanding
as to how to become engaged, how to find out what's on and how to find activities
or groups that they can get involved with.
The recommendations to improve communication are:
•
•
•
•

•
•

To create village champions and advocates
To encourage local organisations to work together to communicate more
widely and positively on local issues
To create an accessible community calendar or diary
To create a village welcome pack, supported with an app - for local people
to introduce themselves, share activities and events, and promote
volunteering opportunities
To make better use of the village notice boards
To make better use of social media

The parish council

The parish council is the subject of some criticism via focus groups and the survey.
What residents are feeding back is that they would like their parish council to be
more transparent and to try to communicate more widely, particularly when it
comes to new people in the village. Young people especially felt that they were not
recognised by or listened to by the council.
Residents’ recommendations were for the council to:
•
•
•

Look for new and inclusive ways to communicate more widely
Promote understanding of their work and communicate how and why decisions
are made
Engage new people moving into the village with their work
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•

Involve younger people where they can in their work and to gather the views
of young people

Community Groups
“There is already a lot on offer for such a small village, so in my mind
the focus of the projects is not simply to offer more, but to offer more
attractive, engaging and effective events, environments and facilities”
Community Group Leader

The recommendations for groups and organisations are:
•
•
•

•
•

Community groups should come together and work in partnership. Offering
joint activities and village wide initiatives
Offer taster sessions as an introduction for residents
Organisers should encourage further participation in activities and
volunteering by following up with people who take part in activities,
especially first timers
Ask for feedback on events and activities from participants especially first
timers - and use this evaluation to improve the offer
Be more inclusive - to create opportunities for those living in different social
economic areas and those who are new to the village and finding it difficult
to integrate.

Ideas for the type of activities were:
•
•
•

Provide a range of dementia friendly activities and events
Provide more activities that get residents of all ages connecting with nature
Encourage generations to come together and learn from each other in
intergenerational events. Focus on events that will encourage local older
people to share their stories, remember and explore the significant events of
their lives with the young

Volunteering

We asked residents to come up with ideas that would make volunteering locally
easier. They said local groups and charities should:
•
•
•
•
•

Offer more flexible volunteering opportunities
Create more one-off volunteering activities
Offer no obligation taster sessions
Make sure there are enough incentives to keep people volunteering
Make sure the volunteering offer is a two-way thing
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Challenges and learning

The Rotherfield at Heart project did present us with some challenges, some that
were expected and some that were not.
A change of leadership within the lead partner organisation, Rotherfield St Martin,
at the early stages of the project did alter the nature of the partnership between
the two lead organisations.
Understandably it was difficult, from the start, to be accepted by some residents
and local groups, and here we found there was considerable suspicion of the
projects’ motives and intentions. Potential partners sometimes lacked an
understanding about what the Rotherfield at Heart pilot was setting out to achieve
and could offer. There was also a reluctance, by some, to accept that issues like
social isolation, loneliness and volunteer fatigue could be prevalent within the
community.
Therefore, what we have learnt is that a much longer lead in time is required to
build trust with residents and community groups; that there should be more
partners, at the earliest stage, getting involved in the co design and development
of project activity; and more time is needed to embed a campaign of clear messages
and awareness raising.
One of the objectives of the project was to create a working group of local partners
shown to be in the best position to support the survey and planned engagement.
Quite quickly we were able to identify several partners who showed a willingness to
become part of the project and certainly initially the interest in what we were
aiming to achieve was encouraging
Warming up potential partners from the point of initial interest and then getting
organisations to move forward quickly within this time limited project has been a
time-consuming process.
Many of the partner organisations in Rotherfield have heavy workloads and full
agendas, they are struggling to get funding and keep their volunteers. This almost
certainly meant that we didn’t get the level of buy-in we set out to achieve. This
resulted in potential engagement opportunities being missed and our survey was not
as widely distributed as initially intended.
It was crucial therefore to build in time to create partnerships and be able to work
with organisations to identify the positive outcomes that would be gained for them
by being part of the project.
Communication has been a significate challenge - working across the community
with disparate organisations and partners of varying sizes and with groups that had
their individual areas of focus was time consuming and sometimes difficult.
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For these reasons we were not able to successfully pull together a fully functioning
working group until late on in the project and only in response to an invitation from
the Big Lottery Fund to further the project by entering the People’s Vote for 2019.

Conclusions

This project was a listening project, it has recorded the voice of Rotherfield
residents, tested a new model of engagement and tried activities that focus on
mental wellbeing and community resilience. Importantly, it will be a stepping stone
to further work around loneliness and isolation in communities.
The project aims translate well beyond this small pilot and that was recognised by
The Big Lottery with its invitation to develop and extend the project by entering in
to the Big Lottery’s Peoples Vote.
Rotherfield residents are extremely proud of their village as a community that
supports the people that live there. They love how active the community is, and the
fact that there is already a lot on offer for such a small village with so many people
working hard for the benefit of others.
Our survey results show that residents feel part of the community and feel safe in
that community.
The pilot has made good progress in identify the strengths and weaknesses of the
community and local people’s wants and needs: as well as to identify the skills and
knowledge within the community.
However, it should be noted that we found some negativity around talking about
isolation and poor mental wellbeing, with some groups not wanting to acknowledge,
that even if they weren’t seeing it, that they could be problems with isolation and
the effects of isolation in Rotherfield.
One recurring theme that appeared in the engagement was that people felt like
outsiders for a long time after moving to the village and noted that integration could
be difficult. People talked about being described as “new” to the village even after
many years of living there. What is hopeful is that the recommendations in this
report and the ideas put forward by groups and organisations help with this by talking
about improving integration, being more inclusive and look to be better at
welcoming new residents.
We can conclude from the project findings that there is an appetite in Rotherfield
to deliver more inclusive activities -particularly for those who will benefit from
contact with others. Being inspiring, getting people to try new things and foster a
sense of belonging are all important to the people running community groups,
charities and volunteering in Rotherfield.
The community groups and charities who worked with us on Rotherfield at Heart all
wanted to work more collectively, co-designing and co-delivering further activities.
They also all had an ambition to come together to deliver intergenerational activities
and were excited about benefits this way of working could bring.
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Many of the groups we spoke to recognise the benefits of strengthening community
resilience and wellbeing. Working, as a community, with local businesses and
services, to become Dementia friendly, rolling out dementia champion training, as
well as creating new and exciting dementia friendly outdoor spaces are all aims and
ideas coming through strongly from groups and organisation in Rotherfield.
Many of the groups and organisations in Rotherfield had problems recruiting and
retaining volunteers and the project highlighted the problem of a busy village trying
to compete for a small pool of potential volunteers.
Rotherfield at Heart has successfully promoted volunteering and its benefits to a
number of potential volunteers and our survey results show that many more people
want to get involved in their community, if they can find the right opportunities for
them.
This project has been a route for more people to get involved in social action, share
their knowledge and skills to help upskill others and be active in the community,
however there is scope for more work to be done in this area and it is hoped that
the Rotherfield at Heart project will give new impetus to this work.
One of the main objectives for Rotherfield at Heart was to capture how children and
young people felt about their village, what was important to them and to test their
understanding of social action. The aim of the project was to understand how the
children themselves saw their future potential to affect change and make a
difference to their local environment.
The results from working with Rotherfield Primary School showed that the children
who took part in our survey had a real understanding of what a friendly and helpful
community looked like and they had a good understanding of what social action was
and the kind of environmental issues that could be tackled by a community working
together.
The children and young people we spoke to also showed a real enthusiasm for
intergenerational activities and learning from the older residents of Rotherfield.
This is a very positive outcome for the future of social action and volunteering in
Rotherfield.
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