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Background
There were a number of drivers which led to the introduction of well-being initiatives in Conwy, a unitary authority in Wales. Ongoing monitoring of sickness absences showed that musculo skeletal injuries and stress were the main categories of sickness absence reported, and this was an important driver in the introduction of initiatives. In addition, Conwy was keen to demonstrate that it considers staff as its most valuable asset, and to ensure Conwy is regarded by staff as a good employer. This approach has produced a reasonable balance between setting targets to reduce sickness absence, rehabilitation and staff retention. 

A strategy has recently been formed to draw together all of work that was being conducted in the field of health and well-being.
Description of initiatives 
All initiatives now fall under the ‘Valuing Staff’ strategy. A key intervention has been back care/rapid access to physiotherapy; this initiative has been thought of as a way of spending money in order to save it. A back care adviser, then later, rapid access to physiotherapy, was developed as a way of tackling the high number of days lost which were attributable to musculo skeletal problems. A pilot was conducted with environmental services and highways services staff. The initiative proved successful, in that it achieved health benefits for staff by:

· preventing injuries in the first place

· quickly treating problems and so improving outcomes (often reducing the length of treatment/number of treatment sessions needed)

· reducing the number of acute injuries which then developed into chronic injuries

· preventing secondary conditions developing (which can sometimes become more problematic than the original injury)

· assisting some people to stay in work.

In addition, the quicker treatment meant cost savings for the organisation, both in terms of reduced sickness absence, and shorter periods when temporary staff had to be brought in or overtime had to be paid. As a result of the success of the initiative, it has now been made available to all staff. 
Alongside this, there have been a variety of other initiatives, including discounted membership at council health and leisure facilities, well-being checks, lunchtime/after-work physical activity sessions (such as tai chi and Nordic pole walking) and alternative medicine. 

Resources
Conwy works in partnership with an external provider – Pen Y Lon – to deliver physiotherapy and back care services.

Funding for the initiatives comes from both departmental and corporate budgets, for example, the occupational health budget. 

For the back care/rapid access to physiotherapy, payment was initially made from a corporate budget.  Since its success has been proved, funding is now made by the departments as they use the service.
Challenges

Funding was a key challenge.  For the back care pilot, there was an exercise in persuading decision makers that it was worth investing the money to deal with musculo skeletal problems through the workplace. The Head of Corporate Personnel Services made a business case for funding, based on research which demonstrated the likely benefits.  Once support had been won from the councillor who held the corporate modernisation portfolio, then support from the heads of service, line managers, the staff council and the unions followed.  And once the pilot had proved successful, continued funding could be garnered from the departments as they used the service.  
Barriers to resistance were also overcome by engaging staff of all levels at an early stage.  The suggestion for a back care advisor was discussed with councillors, senior managers and unions at an early stage, when the proposal was still at an ‘idea’ stage.  This allowed them to be involved at the start and influence how it was introduced.  And continued support was maintained by evaluating the pilot, and feeding back the results. 
Factors for success
Once the portfolio holder had been convinced, they followed up with positive actions as well. And reports back to senior colleagues, management team, politicians and the unions ensured support continued.
Monitoring closely the effect of the back care advice/rapid access to physiotherapy allowed the council to identify where two managers in the same service were referring their staff at different speeds.  One was referring very quickly, and the other less so; and the faster referrals had better outcomes.  This allowed them to advise the manager with slower referrals (and all managers) to improve outcomes in future.
Positive staff attitudes and having everyone involved helped greatly, as this led to those who had used the programmes becoming advocates for them.  
Another element that really helped the initiatives become a success was having clear objectives from the start; for example, in the case of the rapid access to physiotherapy this was the reduction of sickness absence days attributed to musculo skeletal disorders. 
Outcomes
Overall there has been a reduction in sickness absence by more than two FTE days per employee per year, from 12.7 days in 2006/07 to 10.68 in 2008/09. This reduction has led to the council having a sickness absence figure within the best third of authorities in Wales, rather than being in the worst third, as in 2006/07. In relation to sickness absence caused by musculo skeletal problems specifically, it reduced from 1,034 days per month in 2008 to 1,006 in 2009.  
Of the 45 staff who made use of physiotherapy pilot in early 2009, 81 per cent said it helped with symptoms, 87 per cent were very satisfied with the treatment, 81 per cent said treatment had helped them to stay in work, and 25 per cent said it helped them return to work.  From the perspective of their managers, 80 per cent were very happy with the referral process, the treatment for their staff, and the quality of information they received to help them manage those staff when they returned to the workplace.  

The recent staff survey indicated improved levels of engagement and, anecdotally, the change in approach of managers has had a positive effect on staff morale.
The council has held the silver Corporate Health Standard in the past, before the standard was updated. Now the council is working towards the gold level of the new Standard.
Future plans

There are many initiatives that are planned for the future; these are all designed to make the council an employer of choice with high calibre staff. In addition to health initiatives, such as a cycle to work scheme, and plans to develop the specification of a new occupational health service, there is a programme of work on ‘Modernising Employment’.

This project involves a review of Conwy’s entire contract and terms and conditions of service, including having a greater focus on training, and the development of ‘job families’ which enable staff to see career pathways through the organisation.  The families include groups of ‘operations’ jobs, professional jobs, management jobs, and care jobs. Different levels of work are set within each of the families, together with a clear description of what is required to progress from one to another, the competencies required, the opportunities, and the pay level.  The aim of ‘Modernising Employment’ is to attract high calibre staff, to develop and keep them, by making work interesting, varied and rewarding, thereby having a low turnover rate and recruitment costs.  In addition, a well-motivated workforce that is supported and developed, is a well workforce.  

Further work will also be conducted with the community and NHS partners, in particular focussing on initiatives for mental health well-being.
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