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Executive summary 

In November 2019, Health Education and Improvement Wales’ (HEIW) Health and Wellbeing Network carried out a health needs assessment (HNA) survey to identify the health and wellbeing needs of its workforce.  This revealed that a significant proportion of staff felt they were suffering with work-related fatigue.  This report provides an analysis of available literature to identify both the causes of fatigue and the countermeasures that can be implemented to reduce the effects of fatigue on the workforce. 

Methods of analysis included review of the results of the HEIW health needs assessment and available literature relating to fatigue, its causes and countermeasures that could be implemented to reduce its occurrence in the workplace.  This revealed poor quality/quantity sleep, use of digital technology and insufficient rest breaks to be the commonest contributory factors, with the provision of information and guidance the most effective countermeasure.   HEIW data on sleep and rest breaks is available, although not recorded in the context of a cause of fatigue.  It is also difficult to compare the frequency of fatigue in HEIW with other organisations, as this information is not recorded in other HNA frameworks.

The current COVID-19 pandemic has impacted my ability to carry out any primary research due being unable to accurately compare against previous results and the consensus that it would be inappropriate to engage with staff on this topic at the current time.  

This research project will benefit all HEIW employees by demonstrating that the organisation is invested in their health and wellbeing needs and prepared to take active steps to tackle areas of concern. The best practice identified will empower line managers to have open and honest conversations with their staff, in turn promoting positive relationships throughout the organisation. This work will also provide assurance to the Executive Team that the Workforce & OD Directorate are taking a proactive approach in achieving Strategic Aim 5.2 as outlined in HEIW’s IMTP (2020a), contributing to the overall organisational outcomes expected by Welsh Government.  
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Understanding the causes of workplace fatigue and the positive countermeasures that can be implemented to reduce its occurrence
1. Introduction 
In November 2019, HEIW’s Health and Wellbeing Network undertook a Health Needs Assessment (HNA) of HEIW’s workforce, using the Public Health England (2017) Health Needs Assessment Framework.  This provided us with an understanding of the health and wellbeing needs of staff and informed us of where our efforts should be focussed to bring about change to the health and wellbeing of the workforce.  Results from this survey highlighted concerns with the number of staff reporting feeling fatigued due to lack of sleep, work related stress and overwork.  (Appendix A).  This highlighted that further work was needed to gain a deeper understanding of the reasons and causes of fatigue in HEIW and how the organisation could improve working practices, in turn having a positive impact on employee productivity, performance and overall health and wellbeing. 

1.2. Aims

· Understand the causes of workplace fatigue and how they relate to HEIW
· Identify positive measures that can be implemented to support the workforce

1.3. Objectives 

· Identification of the key causes and effects of workplace fatigue
· Identification of initiatives that can reduce workplace fatigue
· Make recommendations on how HEIW can implement countermeasures to tackle workplace fatigue.

[bookmark: _Toc520212763]2. Methodology 

2.1. Health Needs Assessment 
This was a questionnaire comprising 57 questions covering a series of health and wellbeing themes. The questionnaire collected quantitative data and was shared with HEIW’s entire workforce to enable us to gain a complete picture of the health and wellbeing needs of the organisation.  It was available electronically and in hard copy and protected time was allocated to allow participation.  It was available for one month and 136 responses were received (36%).  Whilst the response rate is relatively low, it was deemed a valid and appropriate response, particularly as this was the first questionnaire of its kind.

2.2. Literature Review 
I will complete a critical review of the available literature including case studies, research articles and other literature to achieve the aims of the research project.  My research will predominately take an interpretivist approach, by interpreting various elements of the literature and how it correlates with HEIW as an organisation.   

The evidence collected will be collated and broken down into sub-categories to allow comparison and the ability to draw meaningful conclusions.
 
3. Literature Review 

3.1. What is fatigue?
NHS (2020a) defines fatigue as an extreme tiredness that is not relieved by sleep or rest.  Caldwell et al (2019), further expands on the definition as also being caused by prolonged mental or physical tasks or extended periods of stress and/or anxiety.  HSE (2020) describe workplace fatigue as a problem that arises from excessive working time or inadequately designed shift patterns.  It presents itself as a decline in physical and/or mental performance as a result of sleep loss and/or disruption to the body clock or prolonged exertion.  Workload is also a factor, with complex or monotonous tasks leading to employees becoming more easily fatigued.  

Both Caldwell (2019) and HSE (2019) highlight the effects fatigue can have on employees.  These include a reduced ability to process information and make decisions, reduced communication skills, lack of attention, underestimation of risk, inability to handle work stresses, reduced productivity and increased sickness absence.  Fatigue can lead to accidents and mistakes and contribute to ill health.

Fatigue, exhaustion and burnout are the largest issues managers and their workers are experiencing.  It is not the number of hours put into a task, but the quality of the energy brought to those hours.  A well rested workforce allows more to be done in less time at a higher level and better quality.  Allowing time to recover, will bring the best out of the workforce (Schwartz, 2012).  

Holmes (2018) surveyed 1000 UK working adults in relation to exhaustion and fatigue in the workplace.  This demonstrated that 6 in 10 workers admit to attending work feeling too tired to work, 59% stating that fatigue made them less productive and caused difficulties with concentration.  3 in 10 have either had an accident, made a serious mistake or felt exceptionally stressed at work.  Concerningly, 86% stated that they did not feel confident to speak openly to their manager about their tiredness and how it was impacting on their work.   

3.2. Causes of Fatigue
Fatigue is an expected outcome for today’s society and is occurring more frequently due to increasing work demands, long working hours, cross continent working and social demands.  Coombs (2015) highlights further causes including prolonged periods of physical or mental activity, monotonous, repetitive tasks and prolonged tasks. 

The majority of workplace fatigue is caused by the demands of the workplace and those put on individuals by their employer. Workforce fatigue can be prevented if organisations have good systems and processes in place to combat it (TUC, 2016).  Another important factor is the imbalance between workload and staffing levels and changes in workload and demands (Lerman et al, 2012).   

3.3. Sleep 
Healthy adults require on average between 7 – 9 hours of good quality sleep per night.  Literature demonstrates that lack of sleep (duration and quality) is the most significant cause of fatigue, with 1 in 5 people feeling unusually tired and 1 in 10 suffering prolonged fatigue (NHS, 2020b).  Lack of sleep has a negative impact on productivity and performance and can lead to an increased risk of accidents and mistakes.  Increased use of technology and extension of the working day into the evenings and taking work home are often associated with lack of sleep (O’Connor, 2019).  The CIPD (2019) UK Working Lives survey demonstrated that sleep was the 2nd most reported work-related health problem.  

Epstein (2019) states that a review published in the International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health demonstrated a direct link between lack of sleep and the occurrence of depression and anxiety, in turn having a negative impact on the workplace experience.  It further demonstrated that good sleep hygiene improved the ability to maintain healthy working relationships and understand the emotions of colleagues.  

A survey of 2000 British adults by the Royal Society for Public Health showed an average employee is only getting 6.8 hours of sleep per night.  In a random sample of 1,326 workers, 37.5% said they often or always managed less than the recommended amount of sleep due to getting up early or going to sleep late.   22% reported feeling sleepy during the day due to poor sleep.  8% reported missing an entire night of sleep or significant proportion in the past month due to work or social activities (Nowack, 2017).  


3.4. Digital technology
The CIPD (2020) Health and Wellbeing at Work annual survey documents 86% of respondents as being unable to switch off after work due to the use of technology.  There is a vast amount of literature available in this area and TUC (2016) cite the use of technology outside of working hours as being a significant contributor to workplace fatigue, with the ability to take work home leading to increases in the length of the working day.  A common good sleep habit recommendation is switching off two hours prior to bedtime.  Organisations can discourage the use of technology for work purposes outside of normal office hours by limiting or embargoing out of hours emails and meetings.  This can be done either via policy or technological blocks (Fisher et al, 2019).

3.5. Rest Breaks 
Staff are entitled by law to a minimum of 20 minutes in-work rest break away from their workstation if their daily working hours exceed six.  Caldwell et al (2019) and Lerman et al (2012) state how short rest breaks away from the workstation, involving social interaction, can increase alertness and lessen the boredom associated with monotonous tasks.  Peoplesafe (2020) recommend that staff are encouraged to move their muscles or walk around every 60 – 90 minutes.  Fisher et al (2019) and Nowack (2017) comment on the benefits of providing dedicated quiet spaces to allow employees to nap during the day.  Perkbox (2018) state how rest breaks can prevent “decision fatigue”, improve productivity, creativity and motivation and contribute to both physical and mental health.  However, approximately 20% of workers fail to take entitled rest breaks as they feel it will be frowned upon by their manager or colleagues and 38% felt that their organisation did not encourage breaks.  Line managers can encourage staff to take adequate breaks by providing a dedicated space away from the workstation, communicate the benefits of taking sufficient breaks and leading by example.  It is important that line managers take breaks too, in turn showing their staff that taking breaks is acceptable. 

3.6. Interventions
The National Safety Council (2017) state three key measures employers can take to reduce work related fatigue:

· Understand fatigue in the workplace and how it impacts on staff, health and safety and costs
· Educate employees 
· Investigate cause of fatigue in the workplace

Holmes (2018) highlights the importance of line managers and the organisation as a whole having an understanding of fatigue and the impacts it can have on overall productivity and performance.  He also emphasizes the need to ensure an open and honest culture whereby staff can confidently discuss their concerns relating to fatigue and its impact on their work.  It is important that fatigue management is a key component to an organisation’s health and safety and health and wellbeing strategies and policies with responsibility shared by the manager and the employee.   

From review of the literature, the most effective way of combatting work related fatigue is by educating the workforce on its causes and the risks associated with it.  This is supported by several case studies reported by Business in the Community (2019).  These case studies demonstrate the value in raising the profile of sleep and fatigue in the workplace by appointing sleep champions, sharing learning and identifying goals and the most effective ways to monitor success.  

Peoplesafe (2020) recommends encouraging staff to undertake a variety of tasks throughout the day that differ in mental and physical demands.  There is further evidence that ensuring working hours are not too long, documentation and management of overtime and contingency plans are in place to reduce work overload all contribute to reducing the impact of fatigue on the workforce.  

4. Conclusions of literature review
Workplace fatigue is a significant issue in modern day organisations, with many contributory factors.  The impact a fatigued workforce can have on an organisation includes decreased productivity, poor performance and increased sickness absence.  A fatigued workforce can increase the risk of accidents and mistakes.  Significant contributory factors include lack of and/or inadequate quality sleep, use of technology and its impact on extending the working day and the provision of sufficient and meaningful breaks.  The type of task also affects fatigue levels, with repetitive, monotonous or complex tasks making fatigue a more likely occurrence.  

The most significant recommendation from the literature is the provision of information on fatigue and its causes.  As there are multiple contributory factors, it would be prudent to identify which elements were having the most significant impact on the organisation and tailor the improvements accordingly.

5. Gaps in literature
[bookmark: _Toc520212768]The most significant gap in the literature is lack of statistical evidence related to workplace fatigue.  The CIPD annual health and wellbeing surveys do not contain information regarding fatigue and nor does the Public Health England (2017) Health Needs Assessment Framework.  Whilst there is data available on factors that can contribute to fatigue (sleep, use of digital technology, work-related stress), these questions are not asked in the context of a cause of fatigue and therefore it is not possible to measure their impact on work related fatigue. 

6. Discussion 
A recurring theme throughout the literature is the impact poor quantity and quality sleep has on individuals and their fatigue levels.  Whilst 59.3% of HEIW staff who suffered with fatigue claimed lack of sleep to be the main contributory factor, specific follow on questions relating to sleep were not asked.  However, specific standalone questions were asked in the HEIW (2019) HNA.  Appendix B demonstrates that 63.3% of respondents had been troubled with sleep over the preceding month, with 71.3% reporting 6 or less hours sleep per night.  

The HNA also asked questions on rest/lunch breaks (Appendix C).  This demonstrates that over 50% of staff are not taking a sufficient break away from their desk.  

Whilst these questions demonstrate that individuals are suffering from the identified contributory factors, it is not possible to identify whether these are the same individuals who are reportedly suffering from fatigue.  

All HEIW staff are able to work from home.  Whilst allowing staff flexibility, it also enables staff to work beyond their contracted hours.  There is currently no HEIW data available on the use of digital technology outside working hours, but it would be useful to identify if this is a contributory factor. 

It is clear that we have been asking the right questions, just not in the right context to allow us sufficient information to implement countermeasures to combat workplace fatigue.  It is therefore important that we ask the questions again, but in the context of workplace fatigue to enable us to draw meaningful conclusions and implement supportive measures.  

7. Recommendations 
 
· Carry out a “deep dive” into fatigue to identify the key causes within HEIW.  I would suggest a focus group is held in the first instance with representatives from all directorates including both on and off site workers to discuss the following:

· This research report
· Unidentified causes of workplace fatigue
· How HEIW practices could contribute to fatigue
· What initiatives could be implemented to improve fatigue levels

The results from the focus group would be used to develop a questionnaire, which should be piloted by the HEIW Health and Wellbeing Network, before being shared with the wider workforce.

The results of the questionnaire should be evaluated by the Data & Analytics Teams and an action plan developed, focussing on key areas of concern.

· [bookmark: _Toc520212769]Provide information on the causes and effects of fatigue, in turn giving both staff and managers confidence to talk about fatigue and the impact it is having. 

· Provide sleep specific information, guidance and initiatives to support good sleep hygiene.  Potential initiatives would need to be researched further to identify the most appropriate for HEIW’s workforce.

· Encourage all staff to take sufficient breaks by educating them on the benefits.  Line managers should lead by example by also taking rest breaks.

Limitations
[bookmark: _GoBack][bookmark: _Toc520212770]The ability to gain fatigue specific primary data has been the most significant limitation.  Ideally, a focus group and questionnaire would have been undertaken to supplement the secondary research and allow more specific recommendations.  However, due to the current coronavirus pandemic, it was agreed not appropriate to ask staff about their fatigue levels at the current time as these results would not be comparable to the initial health needs assessment and would be difficult to compare should the research be undertaken again.  
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Appendix A

Results of Health Needs Assessment Questionnaire – Fatigue 



* Number of responses from those who thought they suffered from fatigue
** Number of responses from those who thought they suffered from fatigue (can select > 1 answer) 

HEIW (2020b)
Appendix B

Results of Health Needs Assessment Questionnaire – Sleep 





HEIW (2020b)
Appendix C

Results of Health Needs Assessment Questionnaire – Rest breaks









* Respondents can select > 1 answer

(HEIW, 2020b)
Do you think you are suffering from fatigue?

[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])
[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])
[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])
[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])

Yes	No	Not sure	Prefer not to say	52	65	18	1	

*How many times in the last month have you suffered from fatigue?


[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])
[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])
[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])
[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])
[VALUE]
([PERCENTAGE])

Once	2 - 5 times	More than 5 times	Never	Prefer not to say	2	19	34	1	3	

**What do you think causes your fatigue?

Lack of sleep	Stress from work	Stress from home life	Menopause	Medication	Mental/physical illness or injury	Overwork	I don't know	Other	35	30	31	12	6	16	13	9	7	


Over the last month to what extent has your sleep troubled you in general?


None of the time	Rarely	Some of the time	Often	All of the time	Prefer not to say	18	29	45	31	10	3	


How many hours uninterrupted sleep do you get on average per night?


<	 3 hours	3 - 4 hours 	5 - 6 hours	7 - 9 hours	10 + hours	Prefer not to say	14	25	58	36	0	3	


How many times a week do you have a problem with your sleep?

Never	1 - 2 times per week	3 - 4 times per week	5 - 6 times per week	6 - 7 times per week	Prefer not to say	36	39	25	14	19	3	


If you work six hours consecutively, do you take a break away from your workstation for as least 20 minutes?


Always	Very often	Sometimes	Rarely	Never	Prefer not to say	37	27	32	30	7	3	


*Which statement best describes your situation?


I usually east at my workstation	Meetings are scheduled for lunchtimes	There are no suitable facilities at my workplace to eat away from my desk	I have too much work to do to take time away from my desk 	I prefer not to take a lunch break	It is the best time to catch up with emails/work	It is not the norm to take a lunch break in my team	I take a lunch break	other	71	19	3	27	14	10	10	70	7	


2

