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Background
Stoke-on-Trent is a unitary authority in the West Midlands. The council is the largest employer in the area, and a high proportion of the population has poor health, including high levels of smoking and obesity. The key reasons for sickness absence within the council are long-term and intermittent sickness for reasons of musculo skeletal problems, stress, depression and anxiety. 
The current health and well-being strategy was introduced in April 2007.  The strategy is considered important as its implementation aims to achieve a reduction in the current sickness absence level and an increase the productivity to improve local service delivery.

Description of initiatives

The main initiative, the ‘Walk This Way’ project, was introduced under the strategy at the start of 2009. Stoke-on-Trent Primary Care Trust (PCT) was already running a similar initiative for local residents, encouraging small changes in individual behaviour that would support healthy lifestyles. The PCT was looking to increase the number of people from the local community that they were reaching; as Stoke-on-Trent City Council is the largest employer in the area, the PCT approached them and they agreed to implement this for the workforce.
’Walk This Way’ provides staff with a web-enabled pedometer which links up to an interactive website. The initiative is open to all employees and, in total, there are 2,000 staff signed up. 

The benefits of the programme for staff is that they can monitor their own activity levels on the website, which allows them to keep track of how many steps they are taking each day. The programme also encourages staff to work more effectively as a team, as there are a number of team challenges run as part of the initiative, such as walking the distance of the UK coastline. Personal coaching is also offered as part of this programme to staff who qualify, based on a number of criteria, such as a high body mass index.
Other initiatives under the wider health and well-being strategy have included: 
· subsidised local gym membership
· healthchecks/MOTs aimed mainly at staff over 50 
· smoking cessation courses 
· quick referrals to physiotherapists through occupational health
· providing fruit in meetings. 

Resources
The ‘Walk This Way’ programme is funded by Stoke-on-Trent PCT.  There is a small cost implication to the council for running the programme for staff who are not registered with a Stoke-on-Trent GP (£43 per person per year for the pedometer only scheme, and an additional £100 per person per year for the personal health coaching). The costs for employees registered with a Stoke-on-Trent GP are covered by the PCT.  Money was also available from the PCT which allowed Stoke-on-Trent City Council to site computers in local libraries, to ensure the initiative could be accessed by remote workers, workers not based in office (such as refuse workers), and the general public who are also able to take part if they live in Stoke.

Funding for the overall well-being strategy and the initiatives which come from it is budgeted on a three-yearly basis from human resources. 
Staff working on the well-being strategy are located in the corporate health and safety team. Members of the team are allocated to work on different initiatives (for example, one leads on smoking cessation, one on leisure centre membership, and one on the ‘Walk This Way’ programme) which ensures that the workload is maintained at a manageable level.  

Challenges

Even the ‘Walk This Way’ programme required some funding from the council, and the biggest challenge for all the initiatives was acquiring the funding.  It is important to make a sound business case, in ‘management language’ and, where possible, include statistics and research to support it.

Not all initiatives have been taken forward. A key lesson learnt is that projects must be selected on the basis that there is suitable demand from staff, and that they are deemed to provide value for money. For example, a Wii Fit programme was not introduced, as it was considered that the programme would lead to negative publicity in the local press. 

Communication of the initiatives is also essential, and ensuring that all staff are aware of them.  For example, Stoke-on-Trent City Council learnt that some staff had been unaware of the rapid access to physiotherapy, leading to lower participation levels initially, and some staff being off sick for several weeks waiting for their GP to arrange a referral. They have now promoted the scheme much more widely, and its benefit to staff.  Meanwhile, the ‘Walk This Way’ programme provided the opportunity for an effective positive promotion of the scheme, through posters and emailing.

Some staff were suspicious of the motivations of the authority for introducing health initiatives. To overcome this challenge, Stoke-on-Trent City Council has tried to promote events by demonstrating the range of benefits for them, rather than highlighting simply negative health warnings.  They acknowledge that the benefits and drivers for different people may vary (for example, losing weight, being generally more healthy, avoiding ill-health problems they have seen in their family, dropping a dress size), and try to communicate using all of these.  
Factors for success

Successfully demonstrating to senior managers the importance of the programme was a key to success, as it released funding for the initiatives. This was achieved primarily through producing a convincing business case to justify the provision of a well-being programme, including key statistics that provided supporting evidence on health and well-being. Importantly, the team also demonstrated how the programme contributes to wider strategic aims within the authority such as local area agreement targets for the health of the community. 
Engagement of enthusiastic staff has significantly helped the programme. The mayor and chief executive were both present at the launch of the ‘Walk This Way’ programme challenge, and the mayor was the first to be issued with a pedometer. The chief executive was key to discussions with the PCT in which the council’s involvement in the ‘Walk This Way’ programme was agreed.  The key to gaining buy-in from members and officers is ensuring that there is effective process of consultation, negotiation and engagement.  Stories of real people’s successes have also been used in communications to demonstrate the benefits of initiatives: for example, since engaging in some of the initiatives, one member of staff now walks to meetings and takes healthy lunches instead of burgers, and has lost six stone.
Outcomes
The formal evaluation of the ‘Walk This Way’ programme will be in 2011; a full evaluation of outcomes will be available at this point.
However, in the meantime, positive indicators include:

· six people on the smoking cessation programme giving up completely

· the average number of steps that staff on the ‘Walk This Way’ project are taking is steadily increasing: 75 per cent of staff are signed up to do 7,000 steps a day, which is at least 500 more than last year, suggesting an increase in activity levels
· the rapid access to physiotherapy has meant that staff are more likely to be able to stay in work, or are absent for shorter periods of time, than previously was the case

· overall, sickness absence levels have reduced from 10.5 days per FTE employee per year to 9.8 days.
Future plans
There is a commitment to continue with the overall well-being strategy. As part of this there will be a review of occupational health and counselling contracts in the next year. 
There will be an extension of well-being initiatives available to staff, which could include:

· changes to the canteen (including the introduction of a smoothie bar and a ‘traffic light scheme’ for labelling food
· a cycle to work scheme 
· encouraging cycling to work

· for residents more widely, encouraging cycling to football matches by working in partnership with Port Vale Football Club, who will provide free entry to matches for those who cycle there. 
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