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Make Every 
Contact Count

…all you have to do is ask!

LEVEL 1 TOOLKIT

Very brief interventions 
and signposting

Let’s
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What you need to know
1. Learn more about MECC via the national website (www.makingeverycontactcount.co.uk),  

and completing the e-learning modules (www.e-lfh.org.uk/programmes/making-every-
contact-count).

2. Learn and understand some of the key health messages for smoking, drinking, physical 
activity, healthy weight, healthy diet and the Five Ways to Wellbeing. Know about local 
lifestyle support services and national resources for each topic (for example: MECC West 
Sussex Key Messages at www.nhs.uk/oneyou; MECC West Sussex Resource Directory at  
www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk).

What you need to do
1. Focus on the strengths and abilities of the people that you work with have to make  

positive lifestyle changes, and try to understand the wider issues that may impact  
upon their health and wellbeing.

2. When it feels right, open up a conversation about lifestyle change, by using open  
questions and by listening reflectively. Don’t tell people what to do or suggest what  
you think they should do.

3. Help people consider their capabilities, opportunities, and motivations to change their 
lifestyle behaviours by talking about their personalised risks or consequences, focusing  
on the benefits of change, and advising them of where they can get support. It’s important 
that the person identifies their own lifestyle needs, and the steps needed to meet them.

4. Keep these conversations brief (30 seconds – 2 minutes) by Asking (engaging and raising  
the issue), Advising (inform and give key messages) and Assisting (signpost). Keep it simple!

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Very brief interventions  
and signposting

This toolkit will support you to confidently deliver healthy 
lifestyle messages, encourage people to change their behaviour, 

and direct them to local services that can support them.

ASK
“You have 
mentioned before 
how you would like 
to quit. How would 
you feel if you 
managed to stop 
smoking?”

ADVISE
“Stopping smoking 
is the best thing you 
can do for your health. 
You’re four times more 
likely to quit with 
help from an advisor 
compared to alone”

ASSIST
“Your local Wellbeing Hub has information 
about local pharmacies and GP practices 
that provide stop smoking support. I can 
give you a leaflet if you like? There is also 
useful tips and information about quitting 
on the ONE YOU and NHS Smokefree 
websites”
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Making Every Contact Count (MECC) and healthy conversation 
opportunities 

 
MECC is an approach to behaviour change that utilises the millions of day to day 
interactions that organisations and people have with others to support them in 
making positive changes to their mental and physical health and wellbeing.  
 
MECC enables the opportunistic delivery of consistent and concise healthy 
lifestyle information and enables individuals to engage in conversations about 
their health at scale across organisations and populations1.  
 
MECC is not about adding to people’s workloads, expanding job descriptions, 
becoming a health or lifestyle expert/counsellor, or about telling people how to 
live their lives and what they should or shouldn’t do. MECC is about a healthy 
conversation either as a very brief intervention and signpost, or a more 
developed brief intervention and signpost. MECC conversations can help plant 
the seeds of change, even if change is not necessarily made there and then.  
 
For organisations: MECC means providing staff with the leadership, 
environment, training and information they need to deliver the MECC approach. 
 
For staff: MECC means having the competence and confidence to deliver 
healthy lifestyle messages, to encourage people to change their behaviour and 
to direct them to local services that can support them.  
 
For individuals: MECC means seeking support and taking action to improve 
their own lifestyle by eating well, maintaining a healthy weight, drinking alcohol 
sensibly, exercising regularly, not smoking, and looking after their wellbeing and 
mental health.     
 
Over the last few years there has been a shift in policy context across the 
system, where it is recognised that a focus on prevention and public health is 
needed if we are to ensure positive health & wellbeing outcomes for our 
populations.  
 
Some of the key policy drivers have made it clear that we need to look at what 
we can do differently, and it needs to be at scale if it is to have an impact. For 
example:  
 
The NHS – Five Year Forward View talks about a ‘radical upgrading of 
prevention and public health’ and the role the NHS has in enabling self-care and 
management of health.  
 

                                                           
1 Making Every Contact Count: Health Education England – http://mecc.yas.nhs.uk/   
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‘The NHS has an important public health role in MECC. The NHS must focus on 
preventing illness, with staff using every contact they have with people as an 

opportunity to help people stay in good health – by not smoking, eating 
healthily, drinking sensibly, and exercising more’2. 

 
The Local Government Association can see the important role that Local 
Authorities’ have in supporting the implementation of MECC. Their services bring 
opportunities for MECC conversations and can impact on the wider determinants 
of health (e.g. housing, social care, transport)3.  
 
The Public Health Outcomes Framework highlights the importance of 
improving health and reducing health inequalities of our population by 
addressing the wider determinants of health4. 
 
This Toolkit aims to bring ‘healthy’ conversations into focus, increase your 
awareness of local lifestyle services and national resources, and increase your 
confidence in delivering very brief health and wellbeing interventions. 

 
National MECC resources 

 
National MECC website: www.makingeverycontactcount.co.uk  
The website supports the development, evaluation, and implementation of MECC 
programmes in local communities by providing national and local resources. 
Here you will find MECC guidance materials, additional reading, case studies, 
training resources and links to healthy lifestyle information.   
 
MECC e-learning programme: It is recommended that you complete the 
national MECC e-learning modules in conjunction with this toolkit to help 
increase your awareness and understanding of MECC (www.e-
lfh.org.uk/programmes/making-every-contact-count/).  
 
These modules will give you an introduction to the practical skills to Make Every 
Contact Count, and will help you develop the underpinning knowledge and 
understanding to support people to improve their health and wellbeing. 
 

MECC topics, key messages, local services and national resources 
 

The key lifestyle topics that are covered by MECC include smoking, drinking, 
physical activity, healthy weight, healthy diet, and the Five Ways to 
Wellbeing5. Depending on your job, and the type of people that you meet, 
some topics are more likely than others to come up in regular conversations. It’s 
valuable for you to have some basic knowledge about each topic so that you can 
                                                           
2 http://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/futurenhs/ 
3 https://www.local.gov.uk/making-every-contact-count-taking-every-opportunity-improve-health-and-
wellbeing 
4 http://www.phoutcomes.info/ 
5 Making Every Contact Count: Health Education England – http://mecc.yas.nhs.uk/   
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deliver consistent, evidence-based messages with the people that you work with, 
if they need them.  
 
There is a summary of some key ‘messages’ for each MECC topic in Appendix A. 
Public Health England’s ‘ONE YOU’ website is easy to use and has up-to-date 
lifestyle information, tools, support and encouragement to help people to 
develop healthier lifestyles6.  
 
You can adapt and learn some new key health messages for each of the MECC 
topic areas using the ONE YOU website so they feel comfortable for you. You do 
not have to be an expert regarding these topic areas, but having a basic 
understanding of key advice and guidance will help you MECC more effectively. 
 
There is a summary of the key local services and some recognised national 
resources for each MECC topic in Appendix B. It would be valuable for you to 
have this Resource Directory somewhere easy to hand, and to make contact with 
your local Wellbeing Hub (www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk/change-area) as 
they have all the information that you need to know about local healthy lifestyle 
support services, can provide you with service leaflets and can advise you on the 
best way to refer or signpost someone to them for support.    

 
Developing a person-centred approach  

 
A person-centred approach is non-directive, and one that believes in the 
individual’s potential and ability to make the right choices for themselves, 
regardless of their values, beliefs and ideas. This approach is at the heart of 
MECC and, to use these skills effectively, it’s important to be genuine and show 
unconditional positive regard.  
 
Blaming people for having poor health or crediting them for good health is 
inappropriate. Having an understanding of the things that positively and 
negatively impact on people’s health and wellbeing can help you to develop a 
person-centred approach when working with people around lifestyle issues.    
 
There are many things that can have a big impact on someone’s mental and 
physical health and wellbeing. These include:7 
 

 Income and social status: Higher income and social status is linked to 
better health. The greater the gap between the richest and poorest, the 
greater the health differences. 

 Education: Low education levels are linked with poor health, increased 
stress and lower self-confidence. 

 Physical environment: Safe water and clean air, healthy workplaces, 
safe houses, green spaces, communities and roads all contribute to good 
health.  

                                                           
6 Public Health England: One You website – https://www.nhs.uk/oneyou     
7 World Health Organisation – Health Impact Assessment www.who.int/hia/evidence/doh/en/ 
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 Employment: People in employment are healthier, particularly those who 
have more control over their working conditions. 

 Social support networks: Greater support from families, friends and 
communities is linked to better health.  

 Culture: Customs and traditions, and the beliefs of the family and 
community can all affect health. 

 Genetics: Inheritance can play a part in determining lifespan, healthiness 
and the likelihood of developing certain illnesses.  

 Personal behaviour and coping skills: Balanced eating, keeping active, 
smoking, drinking, and how we deal with life’s stresses and challenges all 
affect health. 

 Health services: Access and use of services that prevent and treat 
disease influences health. 

 Gender: Men and women suffer from different types of diseases at 
different ages. 

 
Amongst these, there are many interwoven connections. For example, people 
who are unemployed are more likely to be stressed about money, which can lead 
to various forms of ill health. People in damp or poorly-maintained 
accommodation are more likely to suffer health problems like asthma, and for 
someone with low mental wellbeing, losing their job could lead to a collapse in 
confidence and could make getting back into work harder.   
 
Having awareness of some of these wider factors that impact upon the health 
and wellbeing of the people you work with can help you understand their world a 
bit better, and initiate a conversation about lifestyle behaviours and positive 
change. 

 
Communication skills – Opening up a conversation 

 
There are many situations where someone you work with or alongside may give 
you cause for concern by something they say, and there are many opportunities 
to open up a MECC conversation.  

 
It’s important to use your own instincts (e.g. sensing if something feels right or 
wrong) when using a MECC approach. With MECC conversations, it’s sensible to 
take a gentle step forward, and withdraw if it doesn’t feel right.  
 
It’s important to try and judge when it’s appropriate and the right time to have a 
MECC conversation. Look for cues that suggest someone may be open to talk 
about lifestyle topics (e.g. what they say, how they look, their tone of voice, or 
how they behave). 
The onus is often on you to get the conversation started, and ‘open’ questions 
help you to do this. It’s important that you do more listening than telling or 
suggesting. 
 
Open questions are used to help explore, clarify, and understand another 
person’s viewpoint, learn about their past experience, feelings, thoughts, beliefs 
and behaviours, and help them make an informed decision. They are a great tool 
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to help you gather more information. A key tip is to avoid ‘why’ and ‘closed’ (e.g. 
yes or no) questions. A good indication that you are using open questions 
successfully is that the other person will be doing most of the talking. Examples 
of open questions are: 
 

“How would you feel if you managed to stop smoking?” 
 

“What techniques in the past have you used to quit smoking? What worked 
well?” 

 
Behaviour change theory: COM-B Model 

 
MECC conversations are about encouraging behaviour lifestyle change to 
improve health and prevent ill health. The COM-B model of behaviour change 
suggests that there are three key components necessary for behaviour change: 
People need to feel capable of changing, need the opportunity to change, and 
need to feel motivated to do so8.  
 
COM-B model of behaviour change: 

- Capability: The physical strength, knowledge and skills needed to 
perform the behaviour, and the ability to overcome barriers to 
performance. 

- Opportunity: There must be the opportunity for the behaviour to occur 
e.g. is it affordable? Sufficient time to do it? Prompts to do it? 

- Motivation: The person must be more highly motivated to do the 
behaviour at the relevant time than not do the behaviour e.g. Do I want 
to do it? Is it important for me to do it?  
 

It’s beneficial to use the COM-B model to help structure your MECC 
conversations. This model can help by acting as a prompt to include the right 
ingredients in your conversations about health and wellbeing.  
 
By using a MECC approach, we can help people to consider their capabilities, 
their opportunities, and their motivations to change by using some of the 
following evidence based behaviour change techniques in our conversations: 
 

 Giving personalised feedback of risk or consequences 
 Encouraging people to consider the benefits of change  
 Encouraging people to have a belief that they can succeed 
 Helping people to consider what support they need to change  
 Helping people to access services that will support them 

 

                                                           
8 Michie, S., Atkins, L., & West, R. (2014). The Behaviour Change Wheel: A Guide to Designing Interventions. 
Silverback Publications.   
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Shorter conversations (e.g. very brief interventions) will only include using one 
or two of these behaviour change techniques (e.g. encouraging people to 
consider the benefits of quitting smoking, and helping them access stop smoking 
support by signposting). People who have longer, more in-depth MECC 
conversations (e.g. brief interventions) may use all of the above techniques9.     

 
Short conversations – Very brief interventions and signposting 

 
Very Brief Interventions (VBI) are ‘healthy’ chats which generally last from 
30 seconds to a couple of minutes. They are delivered opportunistically10, and 
are mainly about giving people information or directing them where to go for 
further help. VBI’s may also include other activities, including raising the 
awareness of lifestyle related risks to health and wellbeing, and providing 
encouragement and support to change.   
 
VBI’s are less in depth and more informal than a Brief Intervention, and can be 
used to pro-actively assess a person’s willingness to engage in further 
discussions about healthy lifestyle issues. 
 
The 3 A’s model can help to remember the key characteristics of VBI11: 
 

Ask: Engage and raise the issue 
Advise: Inform and give key messages 

Assist: Help and/or signpost 
 
As a simple example, a VBI on smoking may involve ascertaining the person's 
smoking status (ask), and advising them that stop smoking advisors are able to 
offer effective help to quit (advise). Then, depending on the person's response, 
you may advise them of the health benefits of quitting and/or signpost them to 
stop smoking services for additional support (assist). 
 
MECC is not about offering professional advice and guidance. Even if someone is 
not ready, just having some information can help to sow the seeds of change.  
There are limits to what can be achieved with a VBI. A key thing to consider 
when using them in work and everyday life is to promote and strengthen self-
care. Self-care relates to someone identifying their own lifestyle need, and the 
steps needed to meet them.  
 
It’s important that you are comfortable with and know the key, recognised 
healthy living messages for the topics that MECC covers, and know about local 
adult health and wellbeing services in the area that you work.    
 
Remember, MECC is not about you becoming a health expert or advisor, but 
being alert to the opportunities to signpost and knowing the key local services in 
your area. It’s also good to be aware of key online sources of information for 
you, and members of the public to use.  
 
                                                           
9 NICE Guidance – Behaviour Change: Individual Approaches PH49 
10 Powell & Thurston (2008).“Commissioning training for behaviour change interventions”. Guidelines for best 
practice. 
11 NICE Guidance – Behaviour Change: Individual Approaches PH49 
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Public Heath England’s national healthy living campaign, ONE YOU, is a website 
that has information, support, encouragement, and tools to help people live 
healthier lives (www.nhs.uk/oneyou).   
 

Conclusions: Making Every Contact Count 
 
MECC is not about you having to do more. Think of how you can develop your 
MECC skills further, and use these in your day-to-day work. Simply, MECC is 
about utilising unplanned and unexpected opportunities to chat about healthy 
lifestyle choices, and not about being a health advisor or telling people what to 
do.    
 
When it comes to lifestyle advice and support, adopt a person-centred approach 
and try to understand the common health and wellbeing problems that impact 
most on the people you work with. This will support you and the person you are 
helping see the ‘bigger picture’ and help them have a clearer idea of what to do 
next. You do not need to be an expert to MECC, but make sure you are familiar 
with the key health messages and are aware of local lifestyle support services.   
 
MECC is not something to be ‘forced’, so keep it simple. When appropriate, use 
open questions to start conversations about health and wellbeing, and signpost 
people to appropriate service(s) if needed. You have good relationships with who 
you work with, so developing and using MECC skills can help you to support 
them feel happier, healthier, be better able to manage any existing medical 
conditions and prevent future serious ill health and disease.      
 
If you are unclear on anything within this toolkit, have any MECC related 
questions or concerns, or would like to discuss MECC face-to-face training please 
contact:  
 
Dan Barritt, Programme Manager Workplace Health & Emotional Wellbeing, 
Public Health West Sussex  
(dan.barritt@westsussex.gov.uk) / 0330 2226308     
 
Appendices: 
 

A. Key MECC topics and messages  
B. MECC West Sussex resource directory 
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                                                                                                     Appendix A 
 
Making Every Contact Count - key health messages                  

 

Smoking 
 Every cigarette smoked causes harm to the body and can cause serious health 

conditions including cancer, stroke and heart disease. 
 It’s never too late to stop smoking and there is support available. You are four times 

more likely to quit successfully with help from a trained stop smoking advisor 
compared to alone. 

 If you smoke, quitting is one of the best things you can do for your health. 
 No matter how long you have smoked for, quitting can produce health benefits within 

8 hours. 
 Stop smoking aids can help reduce nicotine cravings and improve your chances of 

successfully quitting. Vaping (using e-cigarettes) is 95% less harmful than smoking 
tobacco. 

 Smoking is the single most modifiable risk factor in pregnancy. No matter what stage 
you are at in pregnancy, it’s never too late to stop.  

 Children are strongly influenced by adult role models. Over 80% of school age people 
who smoke report having a family member who smokes.  

 Pets can also be harmed by second hand smoke. 
 

Drinking 
 It’s easy to let drinking sneak up on you and you may be drinking more alcohol than 

you realise. 
 Alcohol causes more than 60 medical conditions, including breast cancer, cancers of 

the mouth, throat stomach and liver, heart disease, stroke, pancreatitis, and 
depression. 

 Reduce your risks by knowing how much you are drinking and drinking within the 
recommended ‘lower risk’ guidelines. 

 Men and women are advised not to regularly drink more than 14 units a week. 
 Spread your drinking over three days or more if you drink as much as 14 units a 

week. 
 If you're pregnant, the safest option is not to drink at all. 
 Wine, beer, cider and spirits are made from natural starch and sugar, which is why 

alcohol is so calorific. Alcohol contains seven calories per gram, which is almost as 
much as pure fat. Regularly drinking more than is recommended can have a big 
impact on your waistline.  

 Cutting down drinking reduces the risks to your health, and also gives you more 
energy, makes you feel better in the mornings, and helps you lose weight, as well as 
reducing your risk of heart disease, cancer and stroke. 
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Physical activity 
 Being active every day helps you stay healthy. It’s easy to move more and doing 

something is better than nothing. Start small and build up gradually. Every 10 
minutes of activity you do counts. 

 Incorporating physical activity into everyday life makes it easier to maintain. Active 
travel (e.g. walking, cycling) is a good way of doing this. 

 It’s recommended that adults do at least 150 minutes of moderate physical activity 
per week. This can be broken down into five, 30 minute sessions of aerobic activity 
like cycling, swimming, or fast walking. 

 Moderate activity is when: 
- Your heartrate and breathing are noticeably increased, but you are still able to 

hold a conversation 
- You may sweat 
- You can talk, but can’t sing 

 Being active is good for your health, body and mind. It decreases the risk of getting 
heart disease, some types of cancer, depression, anxiety, dementia, and helps you 
sleep and manage stress better.  

 Being active is not only for those who need to lose weight. 
 You should minimise the amount of time you spend sitting down for long periods, and 

you are never too old to start being physically active. 
 Trying to be active as a family can make it more fun. 

 

Healthy weight 
 Eat the right number of calories for how active you are, so that you balance the 

energy you consume with the energy you use. To lose weight you need to consume 
fewer calories than you use. Reducing sugary and fatty foods can help you do this.    

 A safe and healthy weight loss is around 0.5kg – 1kg per week (between 1-2lb). 
 Maintaining a healthy weight and eating a healthy, balanced diet can improve both 

physical health and emotional wellbeing. 
 Being overweight increases your risk of type 2 diabetes, high blood pressure, 

cardiovascular disease and some cancers. It puts additional pressure on your joints 
and results in you being less mobile. 

 Your waist measurement and BMI can be indicators that you need to lose weight. If 
your waist is over 37 inches (male) or 32 inches (female) you are at increased risk, 
and over 40 inches (male) or 35 inches (female) you are at severe risk of weight 
related health conditions (e.g. heart disease and type 2 diabetes).  

 Being overweight can impact negatively on your self-esteem and confidence. 
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Healthy diet 
 Fruit and vegetables are part of balanced diet, and help us stay healthy. It’s 

recommended to eat at least five portions of different fruit and vegetables per day. 
Try to eat as many different colours of fruit and vegetables that you can. 

 Eating healthily is great for your body and your wallet and doesn't have to cost more. 
Preparing and cooking your own meals is generally cheaper than takeaways or ready 
meals and it’s easier to control what goes in to your meal, so can be healthier. 

 Check food labels when shopping to help you make healthier choices. Choose foods 
that are low in saturated fat, sugar and salt. 

 Drink plenty of water daily, aiming for around 1.5 – 2 litres per day. 
 Eat a wide range of foods to ensure that you are getting a balanced diet and your 

body is receiving all the nutrients it needs.  
 Eating breakfast will give you the energy you need for the day ahead, and you are 

less likely to eat sugary snacks mid-morning. 
 

Five Ways to Wellbeing 
 Feeling happy, content, enjoying life, feeling engaged, and having good self-esteem 

and confidence are all ingredients of positive mental wellbeing.  
 Having good mental wellbeing helps you have resilience when times are difficult in 

life. 
 It’s helpful to see good mental wellbeing as something you do, rather than 

something you are. 
 Research shows that five behaviours done consistently can help boost our mental 

wellbeing. These include:  
- Connecting more with people around us and developing our relationships. 
- Being Active by finding an activity that we enjoy and making it part of our 

lives.  
- Keeping Learning new skills to help boost confidence, and give us a sense of 

achievement.   
- Giving to others, whether this by volunteering, helping others or simply 

smiling, saying thank you, and giving kind words to others more. 
- Taking notice more, being aware of the present moment including, thoughts, 

feelings and the world around us. 
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                                                                                                     Appendix B 
 
Making Every Contact Count - services and resources directory 

 

Smoking 
 To find free Stop Smoking services delivered by pharmacies and GP practices, go to 

www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk/topics/smoking   
Further tips and tools can be found at:  
 Public Health England: ONE YOU – www.nhs.uk/oneyou/smoking  
 NHS: Smokefree: https://quitnow.smokefree.nhs.uk     

Drinking 
 For more information about alcohol and local support that is available, visit 

www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk/alcohol  
 Check how much you’re drinking: ‘Don’t Bottle It Up’ – www.dontbottleitup.org.uk    
Further tips and tools can be found at: 
 Public Health England: ONE YOU – www.nhs.uk/oneyou/drinking  
 British Heart Foundation: www.bhf.org.uk/alcohol   

Physical activity 
 Contact your local Wellbeing Hub (www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk/change-area) 

to find out more information about local physical activity programmes 
Further tips and tools can be found at: 
 Public Health England: ONE YOU – www.nhs.uk/oneyou/moving    
 Change4Life: https://www.nhs.uk/change4life   

Healthy weight 
 Contact your local Wellbeing Hub (www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk/change-area) 

to find out more information about local weight management support programmes 
Further tips and tools can be found at: 
 British Heart Foundation - www.bhf.org.uk/weight   
 NHS weight loss plan - www.nhs.uk/LiveWell       

Healthy diet 
 Find your local Wellbeing Hub at www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk/change-area for 

more information and support with healthy diet  
Further tips and tools can be found at: 
 Public Health England: ONE YOU: www.nhs.uk/oneyou  
 Public Health England: Eatwell Guide - www.nhs.uk/Livewell/Goodfood    

Five Ways to Wellbeing 
 Find your local Wellbeing Hub at www.westsussexwellbeing.org.uk (click on 

‘Healthy Mind’) for more information  
Further tips and tools can be found at: 
 New Economics Foundation - www.neweconomics.org/five-ways-to-wellbeing      
 MIND - www.mind.org.uk  
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