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The Effect of COVID-19 on Health Education & Improvement Wales (HEIW)

HEIW is not a public facing organisation and does not provide frontline health care.  However, the workforce are classed as key workers as per Welsh Government (2020a) guidance in that they provide administrative support and expertise required to maintain the UK’s health and social care sector.  Our main purpose during the pandemic has been to support the NHS Wales workforce by providing expert advice on workforce data and modelling and workforce issues affecting service planning and delivery. 

Working from Home 
As per Welsh Government (2020b) guidance, employers are requested to make every effort to implement home working.  HEIW have been in the fortunate position that all staff could already work from home with the provision of laptops.  In the week preceding the lockdown announcement, staff were asked if there would be any barriers to them working permanently at home, with the most common response relating to IT equipment and childcare concerns.  As engagement with staff was undertaken in advance of lockdown, any issues were resolved, including one member of staff who did not have internet access at home.  They were provided with a mobile phone to allow them to tether to the network.  Staff could take monitors and periphery IT equipment home, along with their office chair.

Flexibility 
With all staff working from home, there have been inevitable difficulties with juggling work and caring responsibilities.  To support staff affected by this, HEIW have taken a flexible approach to working hours on a case by case basis.  Agreements have been made between individuals and their line manager, including working “split shifts”, longer working daily hours and weekend working.  This is in line with the recommendations set out by CIPD (2020a), stating that flexible working is now more vital than it has ever been.  

Supporting the wider workforce 
During the pandemic, HEIW has been able to deploy its expertise in workforce planning and modelling to support the wider NHS workforce.  We also have a seat on the National NHS Wales Health and Wellbeing Network and have used this forum to develop resources to support the workforce through this turbulent time.  HEIW has a dedicated webpage that signposts staff to various resources, including an NHS Wales Staff Wellbeing Covid-19 playlist, which provides a range of health and wellbeing resources (HEIW, 2020a).  As of 28 April, the playlist has received almost 38,000 hits (HEIW, 2020b).   It also includes access to workforce planning guidance, which has been developed with the other three nations and regulators.  HEIW also provide more specific guidance aimed at students and trainees as well as trainers, educators and employers.

Supporting the Response to COVID-19
Like other Higher Education Institutes (HEIs), Cardiff University are committed to working in partnership with Welsh Government over the coming months to respond to the current pandemic (Cardiff University, 2020).  To do so, HEIW have been working alongside Cardiff university and other HEIs with the aim to fast track final year medical and health care students to allow them to support NHS teams on the front line.  Scoping exercises have been undertaken to review whether students earlier in their training can also be deployed to support the service.  As of 28 April 2020, in excess of 2000 nursing and midwifery students had been facilitated to support the workforce (HEIW, 2020b).

HEIW have also provided training to current NHS nurses and operating department practitioners to provide them with the skills required to work in an intensive care environment should the need in this setting increase.  This is a unique programme and can be delivered in less than four days.  As of 28 April 2020, 950 NHS staff from across Wales have undergone this training and are able to support their health board when and if required (HEIW, 2020b).  

Re-deployment of staff 
Within HEIW, there are staff members who are qualified health professions and continue to practice alongside their role within HEIW.  We have been able to release a number of these staff back to their primary health board/trust employer to enable them to support frontline patient care.  As of 28th April 2020, HEIW have returned 140 sessions (1 session = ½ day) back to the frontline (HEIW, 2020b).  

Engagement 
As per the recommendation of CIPD (2019), HEIW has developed various mechanisms for staff to communicate their concerns and also for senior managers to share relevant information.  During the pandemic, three online surveys have been released to gather staff opinion on the current homeworking situation and how it could work moving forward.  Each survey has demonstrated that the majority of staff are working from home well and are happy to continue to do so until restrictions are lifted sufficiently to allow a safe return to the workplace.   A high percentage of staff have expressed a wish to work from home more frequently when the situation returns to the new normal and, therefore, preparations are underway to develop a new flexible working policy, including consulting with staff and their representatives.  

Internal health and wellbeing support
HEIW have utilised their intranet to develop a community hub where staff can dip in and out during the day.  It includes recipes, question of the day, song of the day and a place to share photographs.  We have also relaunched the Fitin50 initiative, which encourages people to get up and move for 50 seconds every hour (Fitin50 Limited, 2019).  

A “listening ear” has been promoted, which is a one to one, confidential service provided by the Time to Change Champions.  Staff can request a chat with one of the champions to discuss any worries they may have.  

Daily virtual “cuppa catchups” have also been established, which is an opportunity for staff to have the informal “water cooler” chats that they would normally have in the office.  Twice a week, this is facilitated by a member of the senior leadership team, who poses a question which encourages reflection and discussion.  

Summary 
In summary, HEIW have been able to adapt to the government restrictions easily by implementing home working for the entire workforce.  We have played a significant role in increasing the workforce on the frontline and providing all NHS Wales staff with the information and guidance they may require to support their own and colleague’s wellbeing.  HEIW have been proactive in engaging with staff and understanding their feelings during the current situation and are keen to make amendments to future working practices.
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