
Health Visiting 

The first health visitors employed by a local authority developed from the role of ladies’ 

sanitary inspector and were known as ‘sanitary visitors’. These workers’ roles, like that of 

health visitors today, was primarily to promote health and to provide health education, 

working at the level of the infant, their family and the community – thus forming a clear 

distinction from nursing.  

Health visiting became a universal statutory service in 1929, through the Local Government 

Act, and health visitors were employed by local government until 1974, when their 

employment moved to the NHS. 

The role of the health visitor has evolved over the past 150 years, in response to the key 

priorities for health promotion. A century and a half ago, improving sanitation and reducing 

infectious disease was the priority; today it is addressing the antecedents of chronic disease, 

particularly mental health.  

While the initial focus of the health visitor was on young families and their living conditions, 

in the 1950s, with the publication of the Jamison report in 1956, the recommendation was 

that the health visitor should provide services from cradle to grave, with a focus on social 

and emotional, as well as physical health. Health visitors started to not only work with the 

very young and families, but also to work with schools and with the elderly and chronically 

ill. 

Today, health visiting remains a public health preventative role, focused on improving health 

and reducing inequalities. Great Britain’s invention is copied in many countries around the 

world, with one of its unique aspects remaining that the health visitor visits the family in 

their home and their own community. 
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