


How do we embed sustainability as a core value, directing culture for NHS Wales and the HDHB? 

Definitions

Sustainability - There are numerous definitions of sustainability, the World Council on Economic Development's definition is the most widely used, as it promotes actions that "meet the needs of the present without compromising the Future generations' capacity to provide for their own needs (Brundtland, 1987). Sustainability for the purpose of this essay and short video is also viewed as goal and not an end point (singh Geetika, 2024). 
Triple Bottom Line the foundations of business sustainability. This includes making decisions that account for risks, opportunities, and obligations related to economic, society, and the environment (singh Geetika, 2024). 
 (Organisational) Culture “Organisational culture represents the shared ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving in healthcare organisations” (Russell Mannion, 2018).

Introduction

Reviewing a range of literature, journals and reports over recent months for this and other modules in the MBA course, has enhanced and improved my own understanding and resulted in individual and family changes and behaviours, taking ownership of our own contribution to the climate crisis and making changes in how we shop, waste management, using apps to purchase goods that are “good to go” and often making purchases from apps such as vinted for clothing. 

Changing behaviours of other family members and working with them to understand the climate crisis, has presented with challenges, and has demonstrated how difficult it can be to embed new values into a family of four let alone an organisation with thousands of workers. 

Definitions have become increasingly important as it seems that within many reports and, words such as sustainability, and culture are not defined and can be used in different contexts moving the focus away from climate change, and potentially causing unintentional confusion or misinterpretation. Therefore, providing definitions ensure that the writer, readers, reviewers and critics are all the same understanding of key words and principles.

For this essay and short video, the critical reflection will follow the format of Gibbs Reflective Cycle. This cycle is a theoretical model developed in the 1980s that provides a structured six stage cyclical process of reflection (McLeod, 2024). (Image appendix 1)

Description: Following the completion of the previous assignment for this module, it was apparent that “The NHS cannot continue to operate effectively and maintain legitimacy without incorporating sustainability in the context of a climate and biodiversity crisis as a central consideration within every aspect of its functioning” (BMJ & 385:e079259, 2024). The performance of the NHS system should be reliant on interventions that take climate change, sustainability, and nature into account. Putting sustainability at the centre of the NHS’s core values, and organizational culture which would underpin a future presenting opportunities to improve service quality, promote healthier populations, and reduce expenses. We are facing a climate emergency, Luiz Marques, describes the climate emergency as such: “The increasing Earths Energy Imbalance is the most impending threat to humankind and to the biosphere in general” (Marques, 2020). 

Yet when looking at the Hywel Dda Health Boards (HDHB) core values sustainability is not leading the way or underpinning core values. It is acknowledged that they have a published strategic decarbonisation delivery plan (Carbon Trust, 2021) and a press release “Our Commitment to carbon reduction and sustainable environment”, out lining their energy saving achievements in terms of the estates properties (HDHD, 2024). But embedding decarbonisation and sustainability in the estates department does not go far enough to change the trajectory of the current organisational culture, which appears to view sustainability as a “stand alone” paradigm and not a fundamental element of future proofing the planet for the challenges ahead. 

HDHB appears to be lagging. Still focussing on the recovery from the Covid Global Pandemic of 2019. The climate crisis and sustainability does not appear consistently in their annual reports, press releases or even in the minutes of sustainability meetings. If the headlines are to be believed, and if there is a widespread epidemic of cultural deficiencies in the health sector. Numerous investigations into the NHS's “mishaps” and “controversies” throughout the years have revealed elements of hospital culture as contributing to those crises and often disasters (Russell Mannion, 2018).
    
Preparing the workers of the Trust for the climate crisis, when we already have evidence of increased deaths due to heat, food that is not fit for purpose in the hospital (Richards-Davies, 2024). “The health impacts of these crises are far reaching, spanning the direct effects of changing weather patterns, such as heat waves causing cardiovascular events or severe dehydration; damage to health infrastructure through extreme weather events; the direct health effects of fossil fuel combustion, such as respiratory diseases from air pollution” (BMJ & 385:e079259, 2024). 

A climate crisis that has been identified as the most  important threat to health of the century scientifically evidenced that a global increase of 1.5degrees Celsius  above the pre-industrial average “and the continued loss of biodiversity risks catastrophic harm to health and will be impossible to reverse” (Gov.uk, 2022). 

With approximately 14,300 workers across the HDHB, and 1,001,785 people (32% of the population) treated by / patients of NHS Wales over a 12-month period recorded 31 December 2023 (StatsWales, 2024), without considering visitors, contractors and other stakeholders for the NHS Trust and HDHB failure to imbed sustainable practice in all dimensions of the triple bottom line could risk economic, social and environmental consequences. 

[bookmark: _Hlk176301464]Feelings, from the many hours spent reading about HDHB and having been a former Nurse within the health board, I feel that the size of the organisation can be overwhelming and often ask how does someone safely manage such a huge organisation? As a patient, mum and citizen within the HDHB area I feel “let down” by the NHS and see a broken NHS system in Wales and the HDHB. On completion of the HDHB Food waste plan (Richards-Davies, 2024) and from the works of the Kings Fund I feel that the measure of the ecological challenge suggests that improving efficiency at the day-to-day operational level will not be enough (Appleby, 2012). 
Yet, as an MBA student, passionate about sustainability I feel that with an organisation as large as HDHB, that provides an excellent platform to progress. A platform be innovative with communicating, modelling and improving a shared understanding of sustainability and encouraging individual and departmental engagement. Recognising that sustainability must be embedded within a potentially significant number of subcultures within such a large organisation and being mindful of how this is delivered for each subculture. “Interventions that consider climate change, sustainability, and nature should be integral to health system functioning. Placing sustainability at the core of the NHS’s future offers opportunities to deliver better services, support healthier populations, and save costs” (BMJ & 385:e079259, 2024) in line with a triple bottom line.
Due to the nature of this essay, it was not possible to gauge or explore the feelings of others directly in relation to sustainability and the NHS on this occasion, which may be a weakness in this domain of the reflective cycle, but journals and other published works and media content has been explored as part of my preparation for my BA and this MBA. 

Evaluation
The recent assignment work for this module of embedding sustainability in organisations, demonstrated how extensive, generic and “low priority” for the many, the identified problems associated with waste management, single use plastics, medication packaging, inhalers and the list goes on may be for the NHS and HDHB. This was further highlighted to me in the assignment prior to this one, for the same module, with the intention of developing a sustainability plan for food waste management, being too extensive with more layers than an onion and resulted in a narrow focus of plate and trolley food waste (Richards-Davies, 2024). 

But this was sufficient to evidence that problems potentially ran deeper than the steps in food waste management, but the culture of the organisation. Culture, the patterns of attitudes and actions within our institutions NHS becomes a compelling force. It seems that, scholars and practitioners of organisation development have studied the idea of culture and offered numerous suggestions for enhancing and influencing it. A prominent element of practice in the NHS appears to be culture transformation, especially in the years after the Francis Report's recommending that a fundamental shift in the NHS's culture was required (Russell Mannion, 2018). But why do Executives and top tier management and leaders wait for a disaster, or complaint to evaluate the needs of the organisation and changes required to mitigate risk to workers, patients and public and wait for legislation to pressure the change?

HDHB are still focussing on the global pandemic of covid 2019, and do not appear to view organisational culture as a continuous dynamic process within an ever-changing environment (singh Geetika, 2024).


Analysis

The culture diversity, specialisation, occupational groupings, professional hierarchies, and service lines that make up healthcare organisations such as the NHS are well reported. There appears to be cultural traits that may be commonplace, and it is suggested that others may be shared by specific members of subgroups. Mannion’s journal article says that most significant subcultures are distinguished clearly, by professional associations (Russell Mannion, 2018). 
 
Whilst other subcultures can be viewed as the ones who prefer the continuation of the status quo and “business as usual”, working within their roles and disassociating that role with elements of sustainability. 

A good example are health care workers removing plates with high percentages of food left on, and then handing them to or leaving the on the trolley for the ward hostess to dispose of. Such actions and disconnection between a worker’s role, and a culture of sustainability could result in negative nutritional intake and weight loss of a person, financial loss through the waste of food and environmental impact through the food waste (McWilliam, 2011). 

Subcultures often challenge a changing environment. Organisational culture, the set of values and shared ways of working is underpinned by learning, and it creates new structures and ways of working to adjust and to continue adjusting to in a changing set of conditions and challenges (singh Geetika, 2024)

Conclusion

The NHS cannot continue to operate effectively and maintain legitimacy without incorporating sustainability in the context of a climate and biodiversity crisis as a central consideration within every aspect of its functioning. 
Responsibilities and interventions are required to achieve this aim, delivered through purposeful and considered leadership, reinforced and supported by governance mechanisms, policies and standards, and proactive government investment. Staff should be empowered to engage with sustainability and net zero actions, encouraged to challenge and be proactive in suggesting service improvements, and supported to take wider climate action (BMJ & 385:e079259, 2024).
Research strongly emphasisers that a culture of sustainability is not about accounting for environmental and social impacts in organisational reporting systems. A culturally sustainable organisation is reported to be a resilient organisation, that creates economic value, strong communities and healthy environments (singh Geetika, 2024). 
Sustainability must be at the heart of the NHS as we look to the future, both to improve the health system today and to make it resilient to future shocks. As an anchor institution that touches the lives of every person in the UK, the NHS MUST be a powerful advocate and driver for the societal changes needed to respond to the climate and biodiversity crises. 
Sustainability means more than merely lasting or surviving; it means designing and delivering health care that uses resources in ways that don’t prejudice future health and wellbeing”. (Appleby, 2012)

Action Plan


The necessary actions are:

 Adaptation, adjusting to the existing AND anticipated consequences of climate change to minimise harm and take advantage opportunities and mitigation.

Reducing contributions to global warming by lowering greenhouse gas emissions and other waste. In addition to cutting carbon emissions,

sustainable healthcare must direct attention the industry's waste management and consumption habits (Appleby, 2012) 

HDHB must adopt and implement an open and transparent sustainability culture with all workers, patients, visitors and key stake holders including health ministers.

The organisational culture must change its attitude about the relationship between humans and environment that lessens inequality and advances everyone's health and well-being.

Re-evaluate the HDHB annual report and critique their values, suggesting that with sustainability at the heart of what they do, then all their other values would be covered (Maria Battle, 2023)
.
Create a HDHB media channel on sustainable culture.

This idea of the action plan only being the next step was, quickly noted at The Cardiff and Vale NHS Trust who said,” Although our first Sustainability Action Plan worked well for us, it was always seen as just a beginning.  We realise that doing the same again will not move the dial on our environmental impact, so we looked at what improvements we can make across the Health Board and the barriers that need to be addressed to accelerate improvements to our environmental impact” (Cardiff & Vale University Health Board, 2020)



References
Appleby, C. N. (2012). Sustainable Health and Social Care connecting environmental and financial performance. UK: The Kings Fund.

BMJ, & 385:e079259. (2024). Sustainability is critical for future proofing the NHS. British Medical Journal, 385.

Brundtland, G. H. (1987). Our Common Future: Report of theWorld Commission on Environment and Development". Geneva: UN-Document .

Carbon Trust. (2021). NHS Wales DecarbonizationStrategic Delivery Plan 2021-2030. London: Carbon Trust.

Cardiff & Vale University Health Board. (2020). Shaping Our Future Sustainable Healthcare: Sustainability Action Plan. Cardiff: Cardiff & Vale University Health Board.

Gov.uk. (2022, May 18). Guidance, Climate and health: applying all our health. London, UK.

HDHD. (2024, September 04). Our Commitment to carbon reduction and sustainable environment. Retrieved from Hywel Dda Nhs Trust: https://hduhb.nhs.wales/news/press-releases/our-commitment-to-carbon-reduction-and-environmental-sustainability/

Maria Battle, S. M. (2023). Hywel Dda University Health Board Annual Report and Accounts 2022-2023. Carmarthen: Hywel DDa University Health Board.

Marques, L. (2020). Capitalism and Environmental collapse. 

McLeod, S. (2024, September 02). Gibbs Reflective Cycle. Retrieved from Simply Psychology: https://www.simplypsychology.org

McWilliam, R. S. (2011). Food waste, catering practices and public procurement. A Case study of hospital food systems in Wales. Food Policy, 823-839.

Richards-Davies, S. (2024). Food waste sustainability plan for HDHB. Wales: not published.

Russell Mannion, H. D. (2018). Understanding organisational culture for healthcare quality improvement. British Medical Journal .

singh Geetika, R. G. (2024). Quality Improvement, The Power of Behavioural Change in involvement. British Journal Pyshiatry Vol10Iss, S1.

StatsWales. (2024, September 01). NHS patients treated in 12 month period. Cardiff, Wales, UK.





Appendix 1



(McLeod, 2024)
[image: gibbs reflective cycle]
2
BMSP 7003 Embedding Sustainability Student: 1909084
image1.png




