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Background
Burnley is a district council in the North West. A high proportion of the population has poor health, and the council’s workforce is drawn from the local area. Within the workplace, stress is the biggest cause of sickness absence. There is an overall community strategy target to improve citizens’ health and, as the majority of staff live and work in the district, it makes sense to improve staff health. 

This was the impetus for the development of a well-being group and ‘Healthy Workplace Strategy’ that came into force in the 2007/08 financial year. The well-being strategy is divided into themes including: health promotion, flexible work initiatives, and supportive friends.  The work plans in this area are linked directly to the sustainable community strategy. Burnley’s approach to well-being is a key component in the employee engagement strategy, which is key to improving performance and service delivery.
Description of initiatives 
A range of initiatives are gradually being introduced, with taster sessions being conducted in the first instance. The initiatives are available to all staff, although not everyone has taken part, so some staff still need to be attracted to initiatives. The initiatives are numerous and wide-ranging including: 
· vouchers for swimming or exercise classes in the council’s leisure centre, which could be used both within the working day and outside of this time 
· a WellHandbook that has been produced to compliment stress awareness weeks, and a range of taster sessions to introduce staff to yoga, neuro-linguistic programming and meditation
· stress awareness days

· smoking cessation classes

· charity runs

· blood pressure checks, fitness checks and alcohol awareness sessions

· community fit club

· lunchtime walks and publishing the bus times on the council’s intranet. 
In addition to these initiatives, there have been a series of ‘Learning Lunches’ which have promoted other elements of well-being, such as gardening, ‘love food, hate waste’ and money management. These sessions were particularly aimed at encouraging participation from those staff who had not been interested in the fitness aspects of the programme.
Resources
There was not any additional dedicated funding to develop the strategy or deliver the initiatives; rather, it was necessary to use funding streams and organisational elements already in place.  Internal budgets that were used for small contributions included communications, occupational health, healthy lifestyle, and human resources.
As well as existing departmental budgets, Burnley Borough Council was also able to access a small amount of money from the trade union, UNISON.   And the primary care trust gave some funding towards promoting health issues within the council.
In the future the senior management team have suggested that funding could be made available, if it came to the point where an initiative could not be offered without additional funding.

Burnley Borough Council made use of existing resources for employers in the borough, in the form of the WorkFit co-ordinator. The WorkFit co-ordinator was already employed in the borough to work with local businesses to promote healthy workforces, and they helped organise a number of the physical activity initiatives and provide access to sessions like the back clinic.  
In addition, the council drew on the skills of their own staff in specialist jobs, such as the health and safety adviser, equalities adviser, healthy lifestyles manager, and communications officers.  A dance practitioner, who works in the local theatre where a range of community events takes place, was particularly helpful in identifying existing classes that staff could benefit from: for example, the community fit club, which is like a slimming club, was already running, and the council simply advertised it.
Challenges

Many staff who would like to participate reported that they were busy with work and personal commitments. Even though it was possible to attend in work time, staff were reluctant to do this. In order to overcome this, the delivery of the initiatives was amended; for example, swimming vouchers were changed so that they could be used outside of work time, as staff were not comfortable going during the working day.  This had the advantage of enabling them to use the vouchers with other family members, and so extended the benefit of them. 

Employee indifference was also challenging for the project; some staff did not feel the health and exercise element of the programme was what they needed. The ‘Learning Lunches’ have enabled those who might not be interested in this element to benefit from the programme as well.  
Funding was thought to be a challenge at the beginning of the project but it was not the obstacle it was first thought to be. By tapping into existing funding streams and resources, such as the communications budget and the WorkFit co-ordinator who was already employed by the council, Burnley Borough Council has been able to deliver a range of initiatives at minimum cost.  A much bigger challenge was human resource, and the time to work on initiatives. 
Factors for success
Staff support, both managerial and from the union, was key to the success of the programme. Getting staff with time to organise and run the initiatives was one of the biggest challenges, and so the support of senior personnel and the union enabled this.  The commitment and expertise of the staff who were involved in the organisation of initiatives was also crucial.
Communications were also important: initiatives were promoted through the council magazine, the council intranet and employee networks, so staff were able to see the wide range of initiatives and that they were successful.  The contribution of communications officers and use of their budget was important.
Burnley Borough Council collected feedback from employees at staff conferences, both those who had attended sessions and those who had not, and this allowed them to develop initiatives that better met the needs of staff: for example, in response to feedback that people would be more likely to use exercise vouchers at the weekend than during the working day, the voucher scheme was modified to allow this.

Outcomes
The 2008 staff survey showed that staff feel high levels of satisfaction with their work environment.  A recent Investors in People assessment gave praise for the work, and Burnley Borough Council was shortlisted for the Safety and Health Practitioner magazine awards, and commended at the DWF Employer Awards.  

Finally, although the programmes have not been directly targeted at the families of staff, certain initiatives have enabled staff to include their friends and families and so improve the health and well-being of a wider group than just employees.  This has not been evaluated, but is felt to be a welcome outcome. 
Future plans

There is a strong commitment to continue this work, with plans to update the existing initiatives and overall strategy. Areas of focus this year include stress management, general health promotion, and the working environment.  
A current initiative involves asking staff what small things in their work environment would help their well-being, and has resulted in actions such as fixing a smelly drain, and improving lighting.  Alongside this, in recognition of the high sickness absence levels of staff with caring responsibilities because of stress, there are also plans for an employee network of staff with caring responsibilities, to allow them to support each other and share issues.

Contact

Heather Brennan 

People and Development Manager
Burnley Borough Council 

01282 425011 ext. 2160
hbrennan@burnley.gov.uk



