Kent County Council
Organisational Well-being and People Management
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Background
Kent is a county council covering a large geographical area in the south east, employing around 44,000 staff. Sickness absence is comparable to the national trend, with stress, mental health and musculo skeletal causes being the most commonly reported. The introduction of initiatives to promote health and well-being amongst the staff arose from the desire to improve performance in the council. The council recognised that to provide a good service to customers it was important not only to have the right people in the right place, but also for staff to be well at work.  

Such drivers led to the introduction of the ‘Work and Wellbeing’ initiative in 2002, with a number of activities being initiated and, consequently, formalised within the ‘Work and Wellbeing Framework’ in Kent County Council in 2008.  The framework comprises action plans that fall into five areas: physical health and well-being; mental and emotional health and well-being; social and economic well-being; health promotion; and organisational well-being and effective people management. Every two years there is a specific focus, with the focus for 2009/10 being organisational well-being and effective people management, particularly during change.
Description of initiatives 

A range of health and well-being initiatives has been in existence since 2002.  The 2007/08 two-year programme focused on physical activity and obesity, prioritised from staff healthcheck information and supporting Kent’s public health agenda.   There have been many initiatives which have been proved to be successful, including:

· a team weight loss challenge where teams compete to lose weight.  The council provided scales for each team and then this initiative runs virtually. A total of 400 staff lost 277 stone between them over 18 months
· ‘VirtualGym TV’ available to all staff, where a range of exercise classes can be accessed from any location through the internet. School halls have been used by teachers as a team activity.  Staff log in for free and can watch fitness demonstrations and join in with virtual classes  
· a virtual ‘Walking the World’ challenge where nearly 300 staff took part just using pedometers.  The well-being team recorded those steps around the world and staff, through emails and Kent’s intranet, K-Net, were able to track progress
· a ‘FitBug’ programme that links a pedometer to an online system that records how much water and coffee people drink, what people eat, and physical activity programmes 

· targeted work with individuals who have specific issues such as diabetes or food allergies, or individuals who have struggled  with losing weight over a considerable period of time, including exploring the psychological dimensions to losing weight as well as nutrition and exercise

· ‘Wellbeing Healthcheck’ programmes, where staff are individually healthchecked every three years, thus highlighting areas of potential intervention.  The team have put charts in the toilets which encourages staff to have a healthcheck and reminds them of things to monitor, for example checking their hydration levels 
· providing training on the Alexander technique to help staff with musculo skeletal problems.
A previous two-year focus was on mental health and stress. Kent piloted an online tool available to all staff for anxiety, insomnia and depression.  However, this pilot was not mainstreamed since, whilst individuals who used it found it valuable, it was not cost-effective to continue.
As part of the current focus on organisational well-being and effective people management, there has been a focus on managing change well, including the positive management of mental health within the workforce. This involved training managers, to demystify the management of mental health.  It ties in with Kent County Council’s people strategy to reduce sickness absence and retain and recruit disabled people, by helping managers to gain confidence and skills in dealing with mental health issues.  Another recent initiative is called ‘Wellbeing, Well-managed’, to improve the competence and resilience of managers and staff to perform well, particularly given the significant change agenda local authorities are dealing with.
A key theme of the Work and Wellbeing initiative is to take a holistic view of the health and well-being of staff, recognising the link between mental, physical and economic well-being and to make facilities available to the maximum number of staff possible. 
Partnership work with the police and NHS colleagues includes joint health promotion events, leveraging purchasing power to obtain discounts on services.  In partnership with Kent Fire, the council also has the Kent Coaching and Mentoring Network with over ten organisations involved, which provides a pool of qualified internal coaches from amongst health, police, fire and county council employees. The network supports a coaching culture in public sector services in Kent.
Resources
There is a small central budget available for initiatives allocated by the co-ordinating Work and Wellbeing group, which generally funds pilot activities. Following evaluation, mainstream resources are used to continue facilities or activities that are successful and cost-efficient.  For example: 
· the sports development team worked with the well-being team on jointly branded posters of the top ten tips for getting healthy 
· the well-being group were also able to link in with the ‘ActiveMobs’ initiative to encourage the public to get active

· the learning and development open programme offers courses that have been designed and successfully piloted as part of the Work and Wellbeing initiative, for example, the positive management of mental health, managing difficult conversations well and the Alexander Technique. 
Where pilots suggest initiatives are not cost-effective, they are not continued.  However, in the case of the ‘Fitbug’, although the initiative was not rolled out free to all staff, the council negotiated with the company to include it in the council’s KentRewards flexible benefit facility, so staff can purchase it at a reduced rate. Initiatives such as reduced-price gym membership, buying and selling leave, and the cycle to work scheme are also available within the council’s reward strategy.  
In terms of staff resource, there is a single organisation and employee well-being and performance manager, whose role includes co-ordinating the Work and Wellbeing initiative with administrative support; but the rest of the people on the well-being co-ordinating group are existing staff from across the council and from the union.     
Challenges

Key challenges faced with this well-being work include making sure that resources are targeted for maximum impact and positive outcomes, getting the right balance in addressing organisational and individual staff needs, and identifying initiatives that could be provided for all staff.  This was a particular challenge in Kent because of the large geographic area the authority covers, with over 1,000 different work places.   This was overcome in a number of ways:

· offering virtual well-being initiatives that all staff could access regardless of location

· offering many initiatives under the single ‘ Work and Wellbeing’ brand that staff have grown to recognise and trust 
· targeting some initiatives, for example, at staff who were obese or have specific health issues. Here it was possible to provide tailored weight loss support, health advice and exercise support to those who needed this the most. 
In the early stages of the process staff and managers had to be convinced of the effectiveness of initiatives. These challenges were overcome by demonstrating the benefits of the initiatives to staff and managers by measuring progress (for example, monitoring weight loss, getting feedback from staff). Communications have played a particularly important role, for example, the ‘Wellbeing mailbox’ gives staff the opportunity to make suggestions, ask questions and give feedback on initiatives. The comprehensive intranet site provides health promotion advice and information and gives staff a way to keep up to date with new and current activities. 

Factors for success
The success of the well-being initiatives is largely due to the cross-council support at all levels given to the Work and Wellbeing group, with the Chief Executive being Kent County Council’s Wellbeing Champion.  The group consists of 13 staff members, including a directorate manager, and personnel, learning and development, occupational health, health and safety, schools’ well-being and union representatives.  Through working together they have ensured maximum use of resources. They champion well-being by communicating the messages through their directorate and work functions, but also gleaning intelligence by engaging with staff in their areas about what the authority needs to be doing.
Careful and consistent branding of initiatives has helped, with staff recognising and trusting the ‘Work and Wellbeing’ brand.  The well-being group link into the NHS national calendar (for example, focuses on cancer awareness or no smoking to tie in with relevant health campaigns) so that messages are reinforced – staff see the work in Kent reflecting what they are seeing in the news or on the television.  Additionally, regular contact with staff through the well-being emails, intranet and attendance at events have helped to publicise activities and keep staff up-to-date with topical issues such as swine flu.
The programme is also kept fun by ideas such as the ‘Walking the World’ initiative, where staff could chart their progress across the globe, and get virtual information on the countries they visited. Other factors that help make the initiatives a success include:

· being able to demonstrate the benefit of the initiatives in terms of reduced sickness absence levels
· support from managers, recognising that well-being work supports their business objectives by improving staff health, well-being and performance  
· champions, who are able to disseminate information within their department or section and act as a key point of contact

· cross-party political support, through reporting to the personnel committee.
Outcomes
Whilst it is difficult to identify the benefits of each measure, since many have happened simultaneously, overall there has been a reduction in sickness absence of 41,000 days across the council from 2007/08 to 2008/09.  Monitoring across three directorates indicate a saving of over £2million, over this period. The reduction in stress-related illness alone was 9,000 days, and there has also been a reduction in longer-term absence. Results from the staff survey have shown that staff morale has increased over the period of the initiatives, and the high performance of staff has also been recognised through inspection regimes.
Future plans

It is important to recognise that the Council is dealing with significant change, not least in light of the predicted spending cuts expected from 2010 onwards. Investing in well-being activity therefore remains a long-term, continuous improvement journey in successfully providing council services. That is why organisational well-being and people management, particularly in managing change well, remains the priority focus throughout 2010. This includes development events for managers and staff to build energy and resilience, managing change successfully, developing manager confidence and competence in people management, and remembering to value staff by a simple ‘thank you’. 
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