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Background

Sefton Metropolitan District Council is located in the north west of England. The ‘Active Workforce’ programme comes under the umbrella of ‘Active Sefton’, a partnership formed in 2005 between NHS Sefton, Sefton Council (led by the sports and recreation team) and the local voluntary and community sector (CVS); its aim was to improve the physical health of Sefton residents. 

The partnership introduced the Active Workforce programme in 2006. The Active People Survey, run by Sports England, had identified that Sefton had low levels of physical activity in comparison to other areas in England, which would affect the working population of the council. Additionally musculo skeletal difficulties were identified as a key reason for sickness absence for desk-bound employees. It was thought that Active Sefton could be made even more effective by targeting the working population of the borough. The Active Workforce programme was introduced by the partnership as a result. 
The number of partners in the Active Workforce programme has expanded to now include both public and private sector organisations. They are: Sefton Council, NHS Sefton, New Directions, the CVS, One Vision Housing, Shop Direct, Aintree University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, Arvato, Capita Simmons, Autism Initiatives and most recently Merseycare. The programme covers all staff in each organisation. 
Description of initiatives

Initiatives are part of the health and well-being strategy called the Active Workforce programme; the partnership is led by Sefton Council. The strategy covers health awareness and provides opportunities for staff to engage in health and well-being activities. 
A pilot was run as part of Sport England’s £1 million challenge in 2006 by Sefton Council sports and recreation team. The pilot, involving 100 staff, was very successful, with monitoring of staff involved showing a decrease in sickness absence levels of 29 per cent. A report highlighting this effectiveness was produced and provided to the cabinet, which led to the programme becoming a mainstream activity of the council. 

Since 2006 a range of initiatives that fall under the strategy have been introduced and are open to all employees. These include: 
· subsidised gym membership 
· free activity classes (such as yoga, salsa and ballroom dance) 
· back to sport sessions and competitive sports leagues (including seven a side football, netball and badminton)
· pedometer challenges
· health awareness events, including healthy lifestyle lunchtime seminars in stress and back care
· publishing a monthly health related e-newsletter, which includes topics such as alcohol awareness, men and women’s health, active holiday ideas like hiking 

· the Active Sefton website, which is a healthy lifestyle and activities website

· instructor-led healthy walks 
· weight management programmes (six and 12 week courses to help people to change their attitude to food)

· a 14 week physical activity programmes for referred staff, providing a tailored exercise and health programme and/or occupational health service support
· physical activity events, for example, 5K challenge, dragon boat racing and team building.
The council, being the lead of Active Sefton, also runs health awareness weeks, well-being weeks, or well-being days when new organisations join; for these they go into the organisation and do healthchecks (height, weight, blood pressure, body mass index) and advise them accordingly.

Employees’ families can also access some of these initiatives through the ‘Body Scheme’, and many of the initiatives are beginning to be opened more widely to the public in partnership with other sports development programmes. 

Resources
The programme is funded by all organisations within the partnership. The council has provided mainstream funding, whilst the primary care trust (PCT) has provided funding on a five year service level agreement. All of the remaining partners are signed up to three year membership, as part of a service level agreement. The partners contribute levels of funding that reflect the number of staff employed and the ease of implementing initiatives. 

In addition, Sefton Council has actively applied for sports match funding, from Sport England, for sports-related initiatives.  This can help cover the cost of elements like hiring courts and instructors.  Over the last year, they were successfully awarded £14,000 and hope to secure similar funding in the future.
There are four members of staff employed specifically on the Active Workforce Programme within Sefton Council, for a three year period, as part of this funding arrangement.  Having dedicated staff resource enables them to apply for extra grant funding resources. 
Currently Sefton Council are seeking to secure additional funding from the Active Women’s Fund, aimed at raising physical activity levels among women, from Sport England.
Challenges

A particular challenge has been tailoring the programme flexibly to meet the varying needs of the different partner organisations, and finding out what works well in each organisation.  In order to do this, the team goes into an organisation when it joins and runs a series of taster classes.  Following this, they try and set up a rolling programme of the activities that are most popular with staff.  In addition, they will run health awareness days or weeks early on, which include the opportunity of healthchecks, and this can be used to inform the sorts of initiatives which might be helpful. 
Initiatives are promoted to all staff registered to the Active Workforce programme by regular emails and postal mailouts. However, it can be a challenge to ensure that such information is effectively disseminated across all partners. This was a particular problem because often the contact in an organisation would be a higher level manager, who signed up to the scheme in their strategic role, but were not able to help on a day-to-day basis. To overcome this, Sefton has developed a service level agreement which includes a commitment that participating organisations must provide details of a contact for marketing the activities within their organisation.
Factors for success

There have been a number of factors that were key to the success of Active Sefton.  These include:

· the buy-in from other organisations within the partnership; the PCT and the CVS have been instrumental in ensuring that activities are promoted to staff members. This has helped the programme flourish through regular participation from employees across the organisations

· ensuring that the appropriate people are leading on different elements of the Active Workforce programme within partner organisations (senior staff when they are required for decision-making; staff able to promote the initiatives or organise teams for more day-to-day work)  

· maintaining a flexible attitude to ensure the programme meets the needs of the different organisations

· the commitment of a large budget across a range of organisations offers economies of scale, in that a team of dedicated staff are able to deliver a huge number of initiatives compared to what would be deliverable by a single health and well-being officer in an individual organisation

· the enthusiasm of the individuals driving the programme forward, both in the dedicated team but also the leads within the partner organisations.
Outcomes
Funding can only be sustained if the benefits of the programme are displayed; therefore a formal evaluation is being conducted. This involves meeting with each partner organisation on a quarterly basis, and an annual report at the end of every year. The annual report includes the results of an annual Active Workforce members’ survey, which so far have indicated a (self-reported) reduction in sickness absence and decreased stress levels.  The team is currently seeking sickness absence data from the participating organisations’ human resources teams, to complement this self-reported data.
Most partners are mainly interested in finding out how many staff have signed up to the Active Workforce programme; this is provided through detailed reports collated on an online database.  On average, around 25 per cent of the workforce in each organisation have currently signed up to the programme, but in one organisation that is as high as 75 per cent.
Future plans
Sefton Council is looking to further develop their partnership working over the coming years, and obtain new partners to deliver the service with. It is also looking to expand the types of initiatives available for participants, in particular new sports and more generally in making sure the programme is tailored to initiatives that staff across the organisations wish to participate in.  
As mentioned above, the Active Workforce programme team are looking at how best to evaluate the outcomes of the initiatives, but also to calculate more accurately the cost per head of the scheme and the benefits to the organisations. This will help to demonstrate better the value of the programme to potential new partners.
As a hugely successful and popular scheme, the content is continually developing and evolving. The programme managers want to continue to provide a comprehensive needs-led, value for money service to all the companies involved, this in itself is an enjoyable challenge.
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