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Integrated Care Systems
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Introduction/Overview

Integrated Care Systems (ICSs) are partnerships of National Health Service (NHS) organisations, local authorities, voluntary-sector bodies and social‑care providers. They were formally established across England in July 2022 under the Health and Care Act 2022 to integrate health and social care, improve population health and reduce inequalities (NHS England, 2022; Health Foundation, 2022). Each of the 42 regional systems covers between 500,000 and 3 million people and brings together NHS trusts, councils, and community organisations to plan and deliver services that meet local needs (King’s Fund, 2022). This innovation builds on decades of efforts to integrate care and moves decision‑making closer to communities, shifting the system from competition to collaboration (Thomson and Chatterjee, 2024; King’s Fund, 2022).

Problem Statement

Despite the UK’s universal healthcare, services are often fragmented. Separate systems for healthcare and social care can lead to duplication of assessments, gaps in support, poor communication and avoidable hospital admissions (King’s Fund, 2022). Evidence shows that co‑ordination and person‑centred support remain inconsistent; a rapid review found that integrated care has been promoted for decades but barriers include cost‑effectiveness concerns, lack of robust evaluation methods, siloed services and limited collaboration (Thomson and Chatterjee, 2024). Without integration, resources are wasted and health inequalities persist (Barnett, 2024; NHS Confederation, 2024).

Target Audience and Impact

ICSs aim to benefit people with multiple long‑term conditions, older adults, carers and health professionals by making services easier to navigate (NHS England, 2022). Joined‑up care can prevent patients from having to repeat their history to different services, reduce hospital readmissions and improve quality of life (Health Foundation, 2022). By aligning resources across health and social care, the systems also aim to tackle social determinants of health and reduce inequalities. The common good is promoted by ensuring dignity, equitable access and person‑centred care for all citizens, especially vulnerable groups (King’s Fund, 2022).

Implementation

ICSs are run through two key bodies. Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) manage NHS budgets and develop five‑year plans with local providers, while Integrated Care Partnerships (ICPs) bring together councils, voluntary organisations and community representatives to agree local strategies (NHS England, 2022). Services are delivered at “place” and “neighbourhood” levels through multi‑agency teams involving general practitioners, hospitals, social workers, housing and voluntary organisations (Health Foundation, 2022). New digital platforms will enable shared care records and data analytics across hospitals, care homes and community services (Barnett, 2024; Department of Health & Social Care, 2022).
Regulations
ICSs operate within the legal framework of the Health and Care Act 2022, which promotes collaboration and integrates the NHS with local government while retaining accountability (NHS Providers, 2022). Compliance with data protection laws, including UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018, is essential for sharing patient information securely. Services must also meet Care Quality Commission standards and adhere to National Institute for Health and Care Excellence guidelines and professional codes of practice (Health Foundation, 2022).
Technology Integration
The government’s digital health and social‑care plan aims to give every health and social‑care organisation core digital capabilities by 2025, including electronic health records and digital social‑care records (Department of Health & Social Care, 2022). Digital platforms will enable shared care records and real‑time data analytics across sectors, improving care co‑ordination and population health management (Barnett, 2024; Institute of Healthcare Management, 2021). Telehealth and remote monitoring tools can support people with chronic conditions, reduce hospital admissions and empower patients to manage their health (Barnett, 2024).



Dissemination
Promoting integrated care systems requires engaging the public, professionals and policymakers. Channels include public information campaigns, community events, digital platforms, social media and professional networks (NHS Confederation, 2024). Health and care organisations should provide training for staff, involve service users in co‑design and share success stories to build trust. Collaboration with voluntary sector and advocacy groups can increase awareness and uptake (Thomson and Chatterjee, 2024).
Conclusion
Integrated care systems provide a transformative opportunity to align health and social care and improve outcomes. By addressing fragmentation, fostering collaboration and leveraging digital technology, they can reduce inequalities and enhance person‑centred care (King’s Fund, 2022). Continued investment, clear regulation and public engagement are essential to realise their potential (NHS Confederation, 2024; Department of Health & Social Care, 2022).
Pitch
Introduction
Integrated care systems represent a paradigm shift in the UK’s approach to health and social care. By placing collaboration above competition, they seek to create seamless pathways for patients and service users, addressing long‑standing fragmentation between hospitals, general practice, social care and voluntary organisations (NHS England, 2022; King’s Fund, 2022). Established formally in July 2022 under the Health and Care Act, the 42 regional partnerships bring together NHS organisations and local government to plan services and allocate resources based on population need (Health Foundation, 2022). The case for integration is compelling: rising levels of multimorbidity, persistent health inequalities and the complex social determinants of health demand coordinated responses (King’s Fund, 2022; NHS Confederation, 2024).
Rationale for Integrated Care
The NHS Long Term Plan and the Health and Care Act set out the need to break down barriers between services. Integrated care aims to improve outcomes in population health and healthcare, tackle inequalities, enhance productivity and value for money and support broader social and economic development (King’s Fund, 2022; NHS England, 2022). However, previous attempts at integration have been hampered by organisational silos and short‑term funding. A rapid evidence review emphasises that while integrated care has been promoted for around 60 years, barriers such as lack of cost‑effectiveness data, weak evaluation methods and limited collaborative infrastructure persist (Thomson and Chatterjee, 2024). Without robust evaluation and long‑term investment, it is difficult to demonstrate value and secure sustained support (NHS Confederation, 2024).
Policy and Legislation
The Health and Care Act 2022 provides the statutory framework for integrated care boards and partnerships. Integrated care boards manage NHS budgets and develop five‑year plans, while integrated care partnerships produce integrated care strategies in collaboration with councils, voluntary organisations and communities (NHS England, 2022; King’s Fund, 2022). The Act moves the NHS away from competitive tendering and encourages collaboration, requiring health bodies to have regard to the wider effects of decisions—known as the “triple aim” duty (King’s Fund, 2022). The digital health plan mandates digital social‑care records for 80 % of providers by 2024 and aims for all organisations to have core digital capabilities by 2025 (Department of Health & Social Care, 2022). Regulations around data protection (UK GDPR) and professional standards remain crucial to protect patient confidentiality and ensure quality.
Innovation: A Person-centred Digital and Collaborative System
Integrated care systems bring innovation by creating person‑centred pathways that span health and social care. At neighbourhood level, multidisciplinary teams comprising general practitioners, nurses, social workers, pharmacists and voluntary‑sector partners can develop personalised care plans (NHS England, 2022). Shared care records allow professionals to access up‑to‑date information, reducing duplication and improving safety (Barnett, 2024). Technology—including remote monitoring and telemedicine—supports people to manage chronic conditions from home (Barnett, 2024), while digital platforms facilitate real‑time data sharing across services and enable population‑health analytics and proactive interventions (Institute of Healthcare Management, 2021; Department of Health & Social Care, 2022). Importantly, good technology must be matched by trust and collaboration among partners (Barnett, 2024).

Impact on Target Groups
People with multiple long‑term conditions, older adults, carers and those experiencing health inequalities stand to benefit from integrated care. Integrated approaches can reduce hospital admissions through preventative and community‑based care (King’s Fund, 2022). Better co‑ordination alleviates carers’ burden by ensuring support is easier to navigate and more responsive (Health Foundation, 2022). For health and social care professionals, integration reduces administrative duplication and fosters joint learning (NHS England, 2022). By addressing wider determinants such as housing, employment and social support, systems contribute to the common good, promoting equity and dignity (King’s Fund, 2022).
Challenges and Barriers
Despite the potential, challenges remain. The NHS Confederation notes that system leaders recognise the need to shift towards prevention but face persistent barriers including unclear funding, short‑term financial pressures and limited system‑wide cooperation (NHS Confederation, 2024). Digital integration is another hurdle: the Institute of Healthcare Management highlights issues such as hardware and software availability, workforce digital skills and interoperability (Institute of Healthcare Management, 2021). Fragmented data sharing means that important information about a person’s interactions with social care or voluntary services may not be available to clinicians (Barnett, 2024). Building trust among partners and with the public is essential for effective data sharing (Barnett, 2024). Workforce shortages and high workloads also risk hindering collaborative culture, emphasising the need for staff wellbeing and training initiatives (Health Foundation, 2022). Finally, evaluation of integrated care remains underdeveloped, with limited research on cost‑effectiveness (Thomson and Chatterjee, 2024).
Implementation and Timelines
Implementing integrated care is a phased process. Preparation involved the NHS Long Term Plan and policy development (Health Foundation, 2022). The Health and Care Bill introduced in 2021 laid the legislative foundations (NHS Providers, 2022). On 1 July 2022, integrated care boards and partnerships replaced clinical commissioning groups and took statutory responsibility for integration (NHS England, 2022). Since then, local partnerships have developed integrated care strategies, established provider collaboratives and built population‑health management infrastructure (Health Foundation, 2022). By 2024, the digital plan expects 80 % of social‑care providers to have digital records and by March 2025 all NHS organisations should offer core digital capabilities (Department of Health & Social Care, 2022). Ongoing evaluation and adjustment will be needed to ensure that improvements are realised (Thomson and Chatterjee, 2024).
Dissemination and Public Engagement
Success depends on engaging professionals, service users and the public. Communication strategies should include national and local awareness campaigns, community forums and digital platforms where people can learn about integrated services and provide feedback (NHS Confederation, 2024). Co‑production with service users ensures that services meet real needs, while professional networks and training programmes foster collaborative culture (Thomson and Chatterjee, 2024). Academic partnerships can support evaluation and share lessons across systems. Policymakers should provide clear guidance, sustainable funding, and supportive regulation. The voluntary and community sector plays a vital role in reaching marginalized groups and building trust (Barnett, 2024).
Conclusion and Call to Action
Integrated care systems offer a unique opportunity to transform health and social care in the UK. They align with the four aims articulated by NHS England—improving population health, tackling inequalities, enhancing productivity and supporting social and economic development (NHS England, 2022). To realise this potential, stakeholders must address persistent barriers, invest in digital infrastructure, support the workforce and involve communities (NHS Confederation, 2024; Institute of Healthcare Management, 2021). By supporting integrated care, the public and policymakers can create a system that delivers better outcomes, reduces inequalities and embodies the common good (King’s Fund, 2022).
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