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Background
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Wirral is a peninsula in North West England. It is one of the largest metropolitan 

boroughs in England, with a population of 324,011 in 2019 (mid-year 2019 estimate1). 

It is a borough of contrasts, in terms of both its physical characteristics and 

demographics, with rural and urban and industrialised areas sitting side by side in 

a peninsula of just 60 square miles. Demographically, there are large inequalities 

apparent in Wirral, with life expectancy varying by 10 years between wards in 

the east and west of Wirral. Wirral does, however, perform well compared to 

other, demographically similar areas on a range of factors such as homeless and 

educational attainment. 

Wirral has been heavily involved in responding to the Coronavirus (COVID-19) 

pandemic, beginning with the repatriation of English nationals from Wuhan in 

January 2020. This enabled the Council to have already established cell structures 

in place to respond to the pandemic. The humanitarian cell has led the community 

engagement response, both in terms of coordinating the response to the pandemic 

but also in terms of gathering valuable insights from local communities to aid in the 

development of the COVID-19 engagement strategy for Wirral.

1  https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/datasets/populationestimatesforukenglandandwalesscotlandandnorthernireland 

A key element of the strategy 

has been the development 

of the Community Champions 

programme: recruiting residents 

to volunteer to be Community 

Champions, distribute key preventative 

and behavioural messages through their 

own networks and key communication channels to 

extend the reach of council communications.  The aim of the programme is to work 

with residents, via Community Champions, to help build the capacity of Wirral’s 

communities to take responsibility for their own behaviours and adherence to 

protective measures in place during the current pandemic.

The Council is, therefore, looking to deliver a trial, focusing on the evaluation of the 

use of Community Champions as a behavioural insights intervention to improve 

people’s knowledge and adherence to local protective measures during the COVID-19 

pandemic. This project is jointly funded by Wirral Borough Council (WBC) and the 

Local Government Association (LGA) as part of their Behavioural Insights programme.

Background/IntroductionIntroduction

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/datasets/populationestimatesforukenglandandwalesscotlandandnorthernireland
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/efficiency-and-income-generation/behavioural-insights
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The programme began with a short scoping period, with the aim of establishing that 

the full programme is feasible. The findings from the scoping period are summarised 

in this report, as well as the following: 

• Background to the programme;

• What has been achieved so far;

• An outline trial design, we have suggested a Randomised Control Trial (RCT); and

• The behaviour change theory which underpins the programme.

We believe, given the findings from the scoping period, that the full programme is 

feasible and recommend that it should progress.

Scoping report
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One of the most important interventions in responding to a public health crisis is 

proactive communication2. Communities play a significant role in prevention and 

control, and reaching marginalised groups effectively is even more important3.

Pre-COVID, Wirral had an established community engagement programme and a 

strong, asset-based community development approach. This included a grassroots 

community group and a community connector programme to identify key issues and 

disseminate key council information. 

Since the pandemic, this work has been built on, and now includes the following:

Humanitarian Cell

Over 100 local third sector and community groups/organisations are now part of the 

Humanitarian Cell, a group established to oversee the humanitarian response to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The group works together in partnership to gather insight and 

ensure consistent messaging.

2  https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331513/WHO-2019-nCoV-RCCE-2020.2-eng.pdf 
3  https://gh.bmj.com/content/5/10/e003188.abstract 

Community Champions

584 local residents are now signed up to be Community Champions and amplify 

COVID-19 information through their existing networks. The Council communicates 

with the Champions via weekly newsletters and the Director of Public Health 

(DPH) weekly blog. The programme includes 44 paid ‘Community Connector’ roles, 

which allow insight to be gathered from local communities and, therefore, lead the 

COVID-19 communications response.

Thematic Sub Groups have also been established, including a Black Asian and 

Minority Ethnic (BAME)/Faith Sector Leaders group and food sub group.

Wirral Infobank

Wirral Infobank is an online repository of community support services, health and 

care services and up-to-date advice and information about COVID-19. Wirral Infobank 

was developed as part of the humanitarian response to COVID-19. It was developed 

to ensure that residents were able to easily search for any help or support they 

needed such as food deliveries, benefits advice or access to supermarkets. 

The Community Champions programme

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331513/WHO-2019-nCoV-RCCE-2020.2-eng.pdf
https://gh.bmj.com/content/5/10/e003188.abstract
https://www.wirralinfobank.co.uk
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Wirral Infobank is managed and updated by the Community Connectors. They 

have the knowledge and skills of what is available in local areas to ensure that 

the database is relevant and accurate. Wirral Infobank has developed wider than 

COVID-19 and will be an online directory for all local help and support for residents  

in the future.

Community Connectors

Pre-COVID, Wirral had an established community connector programme. The 

programme was established in 2016 and focused on the East of the borough. A team 

of 14 community connectors were recruited through Involve North West, with the 

aim of engaging the disengaged through door knocking to tackle the issue of social 

isolation and promote active inclusion and, thereby, to improve and provide mental 

health/wellbeing benefits. The Community Connectors provide outreach and 1:1 

support to individuals within the community to encourage greater access to social 

groups and activities within the community and existing mainstream services.  

The programme was expanded in January 2020 to provide full coverage of the 

borough. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted how integral the connectors were 

in the humanitarian response, responding to community needs at pace to provide 

support with food deliveries, prescription pick-ups, fuel vouchers and dog walking. 

They have also supported the local contact tracing system and are responsible for 

the development and upkeep of Wirral Infobank. Given their input, the community 

connector programme has been expanded to 44 paid connectors. 

The humanitarian cell also established a BAME sub-group which submitted a bid 

to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government for connectors 

to work across the local BAME communities; again, engaging people in their own 

communities and addressing vaccine hesitancy amongst in these communities. 

Wirral is currently recruiting 9 BAME connectors to work across local services and in 

local communities. 

https://involvenorthwest.org.uk/
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Trial Design
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Suggested trial design

The objectives of the trial are to:

• Bring a fresh perspective on some of the challenges already known, by exploring 

what the protective measures really mean to people and behaviours that 

support adherence;

• Uncover opportunities to solve those challenges through the Community 

Champions programme;

• To understand the impact of the Community Champions programme based on 

where people live on their behaviours;

• To understand how the Community Champions have motivated people to 

change their behavior and adhere to guidance;

• Produce insightful stories based on the lives of real people, to inform strategic 

discussions and debate as well as to inspire community engagement and positive 

change towards protective measures;

• Gain an understanding as to what support people need to change their  

behavior; and  

• To ensure the Community Champions programme is fully representative 

of the Wirral population and is able to engage all residents of all ages and 

demographics.

The research will begin with a desk review of the available evidence from the 

Community Champions programme, as well as conversations with Community 

Connectors, to inform the design of the trial and research materials and gather their 

insight on the programme. 

Following, a survey will be distributed to all Community Champions in order to gather 

insight to inform the evaluation, establish a baseline and determine a measure for 

the RCT. This will include questions relating to what Community Champions believe 

the impact of the programme has been on behaviours, how they motivated people 

to change their behaviour and open-ended questions to gather insightful stories.

Trial design
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Community 
Champions agree 
to participate in 

trial

Measure impact 
of Champions on 

adherence

Measure impact 
of Champions on 

adherence

Control  
group

Normal activity

Experimental  
group

New behaviorally 
informed 

intervention

Champions randomly 
assigned to control or 
experimental group

We recommend a Randomised Control Trial (RCT) in 

order to determine whether a cause-effect relationship 

exists between the intervention and the outcome. 

Subjects (Champions) will be assigned into one of two 

groups: one (the experimental group) making use of 

the intervention that is being tested, and the other (the 

comparison group or control) receiving an alternative or 

no intervention. 

For ethical reasons and to ensure the important work 

of Champions continues as usual, the control group 

would still continue with the intervention pathways that 

are already being undertaken (e.g., the weekly email 

newsletter). Given the differences in the pathways of 

the Community Connectors and volunteer Community 

Champions, and in order to ensure that the sample 

is comparable, the experimental and control groups 

would have an equal split between the two roles in 

each group. 

While the nature of the intervention will be determined 

by the survey, some examples of possible interventions 

to be tested would be using Engagement HQ and 

targeted webinars, using different recruitment methods 

to increase uptake (e.g., using connectors who will be 

knocking on doors in local areas) and comms-based 

interventions.

All participants will be fully briefed, and the 

experimental group will be trained by Hitch on all 

aspects of the intervention, in whatever form it takes, 

prior to the intervention taking place. Participants 

will be recruited via the survey, as well as the weekly 

newsletter, stakeholders and Community Connectors.

The two groups will then be followed up with in order 

to see if there are any differences between them in 

outcome. The results and subsequent analysis of  

the trial will be used to assess the effectiveness of the 

intervention. This is illustrated in Figure 1. Figure 1: Outline trial design for the Wirral Community Champions 
Programme
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Sample

Conducting a sample size calculation ensures that statistical significance can be 

assured and that the result of the trial is not due to chance variation.

For the population size of this trial (n=628 Champions and Connectors at time  

of writing), a statistically significant sample size would be 239 (95% Confidence  

level, 5% margin of error). This represents 38.1% of current Community Champions 

and Connectors.

This was calculated using the following formula:

Alternative approach

An alternative approach, if required due to sample size limitations, would be to 

administer a public survey to the residents of Wirral via WBC’s communication 

channels and existing networks. The survey could include questions regarding where 

participants live in Wirral, their adoption of protective behaviours and their attitudes 

surrounding COVID-19, for example. Their self-reported involvement with the 

Community Champions or an intervention (e.g., comms-based) could serve as  

the measure.

This approach could also involve qualitative engagement with Community 

Champions and Connectors in order to gain insight into the programme since its 

beginnings and also going forward.

Hitch will continually monitor recruitment and will also review in conjunction with 

WBC at weekly intervals. A review at the 3 to 4 week stage, in order to determine if an 

alternative approach is needed, will be undertaken.

Behaviour Change Theory

N = population size; e = Margin of error (percentage in decimal form); z 
= z-score (number of standard deviations away from the mean)

𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺𝑺	𝒔𝒔𝒔𝒔𝒔𝒔𝑺𝑺 =
	𝒔𝒔
𝟐𝟐 	× 	𝑺𝑺	(𝟏𝟏 − 𝑺𝑺)

𝑺𝑺𝟐𝟐

𝟏𝟏 +	2𝒔𝒔
𝟐𝟐 	× 	𝑺𝑺	(𝟏𝟏 − 𝑺𝑺)

𝑺𝑺𝟐𝟐𝑵𝑵 4
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Indicative timeline

Milestone Date

Scoping and report to the LGA 31st March 2021

Desk review and stakeholder 
engagement

April - May 2021

Survey April - May 2021

Design trial May 2021

Randomised control trial June - October 2021

Analysis of findings and 
reporting

November - December 2021

Final research report to  
the LGA

23rd December 2021
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Key risks

Risk Mitigation

Project risks

Too few Champions are recruited for the trial Community Champions are already known to WBC, which will allow for maximum 
recruitment time. Recruitment will also rely on WBC’s known network of stakeholders 
which will be mapped in collaboration with Hitch Marketing prior to the trial design stage.

Lack of participant engagement WBC communicates with Champions via a newsletter which can include project 
engagement reminders if necessary. 

Contact details will be collected from the survey which will allow Hitch Marketing to 
communicate with participants directly. Hitch works to the principles of Cyber Essentials 
in order to mitigate any information security risk.

COVID-19 related risks

Changes to COVID-19 restrictions impact trial 
design and Champion drop out

Hitch Marketing, in conjunction with WBC, will continually monitor the COVID-19 situation 
for the duration of the project. Any changes which may impact the trial will be discussed 
during the design stage and mitigated accordingly.

Additional COVID-19 risks such as lack of 
option for face-to-face fieldwork / sickness

Use of remote technologies. Hitch Marketing has a range of staff and associates who can 
be drafted in if required due to unexpected illness.
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Data protection

Hitch ensure that staff fully comply to the responsibilities as laid out to them 

by the Data Protection Act 1998 and 2003. Upon joining the organisation, each 

staff member receives training and is taken through the policies in their initial 

induction. Subsequent updates to policies are evidenced in the staff handbook and 

communicated to the team at weekly team meetings. The Staff Handbook includes 

guidance on Safeguards and IT, which sets out clear consistent rules including 

confidentiality with regards to client information, virus protection procedures, 

computer equipment usage and company social media activities. We also work to 

GDPR regulations.

Hitch is also a Company Partner of the Market Research Society (MRS) with two 

members of staff also personally accredited. By aligning ourselves with the MRS, we 

subscribe to undertaking research by its Code of Conduct which includes policy on 

data protection and destruction.

All sensitive data, in hard copy, is stored in locked filing cabinets until required for use 

and returned to these afterwards. Upon completion of a project sensitive research 

data is kept and stored securely for a relevant time period - currently 18 months - 

before being shredded in-house.

Our work requires us to meet the requirements of the Cyber Essentials accreditation. 

This requires us to guard against the most common cyber threats and demonstrate 

our commitment to cyber security. Of particular note is that this accreditation 

requires Hitch to ensure our IT systems and devices are secure, controls access to 

data and services (both our own and those of our clients) whilst keeping our systems 

and devices up to date with the latest security features. We have recently been 

audited with regards to our cyber security.

Ethical practice

Hitch’s affiliation with the MRS also governs our ethical practice. The MRS Code 

of Conduct provides clear principles which ensure that research is conducted 

transparently, sensitively and with integrity, with due care for the needs and rights of 

all individuals at all times. Hitch adheres to these principles across all of their work. 

All members of the Hitch team are vetted and certified by the Disclosure and Barring 

Service (DBS).
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Behaviour Change Theory
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The COM-B Model

The COM-B behaviour change model is used extensively in behaviour change 

interventions. The COM-B model focuses on the interaction of four main 

components: ‘capability’, ‘opportunity’, ‘motivation’ and ‘behaviour’. 

This model recognises that behaviour is part of an interacting system involving 

all these components. Any interventions need to change one or more of these 

components in such a way as to put the system into a new configuration and 

minimise the risk of it reverting. 

In terms of Wirral’s humanitarian response to COVID-19, the components of the 

COM-B model have been applied in a number of ways in order to change behaviour, 

as illustrated in Figure 5. 

Behaviour change theory

Figure 4: Graphic depiction of the COM-B model

Figure 5: Application of the COM-B model in Wirral’s humanitarian response

Opportunity

Motivation

Capability

Behaviour

Capability
• Insight gathered through 

community champions model

• Gathered intelligence 
regarding barriers to self-
isolation

• Tailored text messaging to 
support people to self-isolate

• Use of Wirral Infobank to 
promote community support 
available

• Support packages developed 
to support isolation including 
food supplies, dog walking 
and financial support

Opportunity
• Using Champions to carry 

out wellbeing calls to support 
individual’s wellbeing

• Developing Champions in 
local businesses to ensure 
employers were supporting 
individuals to isolate (based 
on local intelligence)

• Developing community 
resilience to support each 
other to self-isolate – 
Humanitarian cell 

Motivation
• Developed insight-led 

communications strategy

• Weekly Community 
Champions newsletter to 
distribute to wider networks

• Weekly Director of Public 
Health blog themed around 
COVID-19 related issues being 
collected by the champions 
model and local outbreak hub
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Behavioural science principles

There are a number of key behavioural science principles that can be applied to 

changing behaviour during a crisis situation such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

During times of uncertainty, everyday decisions become more emotional than 

rational4. Addressing uncertainty as much as possible is essential during a crisis 

situation in order to gain the trust of the general public. Unified messaging should 

be ensured during health campaigns, as consistency in core messages is a key 

element in effectively communicating health messages5. Message framing theory 

suggests that the type of behaviour promoted and the framing of the message is key 

to changing behaviour6. Furthermore, engaging communities results in enhanced 

individual and communal wellbeing and strengthens social ties7.

The principles of addressing uncertainty, engaging communities, unified messaging 

and message framing have been successfully applied throughout Wirral’s 

humanitarian response to the COVID-19 pandemic, as shown in Figure 6. 

4  https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ali-Faraji-Rad/publication/290418770_Uncertainty_Increases_the_Reliance_on_Affect_in_Decisions/links/5697265908ae34f3cf1e04a7/Uncertainty-Increases-the-Reliance-on-Affect-in-Decisions.pdf 
5  https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-%20Files/Delivering%20effective%20public%20health%20campaigns%20during%20Covid-19.pdf 
6  Rothman, A. J., Bartels, R. D., Wlaschin, J., & Salovey, P. (2006). The Strategic Use of Gain- and Loss-Framed Messages to Promote Healthy Behavior: How Theory Can Inform Practice. Journal of Communication, 56(suppl_1), S202–S220. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2006.00290.x 
7  https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/29132656.pdf 

Figure 6: Application of Behavioural Science Principles in Wirral during 
the COVID-19 pandemic

PRINCIPLE

Addressing Uncertainty

Engaging Communities

Unified Messaging

Message Framing

Humanitarian Cell

Using champions to gather 
insight
BAME champions 
Leaflet drops

2 engagement officers
Comms cell
Insight/comms cycle

DPH Blog
Social Media

MODIFIER

Increased Trust

Builds resilience in 
communities

Understanding messaging

Understanding and 
knowledge of thread

IMPACT

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Ali-Faraji-Rad/publication/290418770_Uncertainty_Increases_the_Reliance_on_Affect_in_Decisions/links/5697265908ae34f3cf1e04a7/Uncertainty-Increases-the-Reliance-on-Affect-in-Decisions.pdf
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/www.bps.org.uk/files/Policy/Policy%20-%20Files/Delivering%20effective%20public%20health%20campaigns%20during%20Covid-19.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-2466.2006.00290.x
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/29132656.pdf



