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Executive Summery 
This report aims to gather information on current and historic statistics for employee absence specifically related to stress, anxiety and depression within the NHS and particularly in Hywel Dda University Health Board. It looks at the impact of stress on employees and the effects on the organisation. It discusses possible explanations for high levels of sickness in the UK by discussing lack of appropriate training in managing sickness absence. The report looks at changes which can be implemented to reduce organisational sickness and strategies that can be used such as additional training for managers to achieve this.
The methodology included the gathering of both secondary, and primary data. Primary data was gathered through a questionnaire which targeted a specific group of employees within the Health Board (HB) and aimed to gather numbers of employees who considered stress in the work place to be an issue, as well as strategies which can be used to improve this.  
Recommendations include introducing additional training for managers who are responsible for sickness within their departments as well as more focus on formally discussing mental health/stress at work with a view to review in 12 months’ time. 

Introduction
This research report is a critical evaluation of the current sickness rates within the NHS and Hywel Dda University Health Board which are directly related to stress, anxiety or depression. Questionnaires which aim to discover the levels of stress/anxiety/depression in the HB will be used and target unscheduled care medical staff. Focus groups will be held to discuss findings with managers and involve managers in providing ideas/recommendations to improve sickness absence management within the organisation, and underpinned by the initial primary research. Upon collection of the primary research and secondary research, conclusions and recommendations will be made.






Objectives of the research report
The objectives identified to complete the report are:
1. To evaluate the causes of stress within the work place
2. To identify current levels of absence due to sickness within the NHS directly associated with stress/anxiety or depression
3. To further explore the levels of sickness within Hywel Dda University Health Board associated with stress, anxiety/depression
4. To identify strategies which aim to reduce sickness levels within an organisation
5. To conclude and make recommendations for the introduction of training programmes for individuals responsible for managing sickness within their department 

Literature review 

Causes of stress

There are numerous causes for stress in a workplace including: 
· Feeling under pressure
· Changes
· Feeling out of control of the outcome of a situation
· Having responsible roles which can feel overwhelming
(Mind 2020)
It is also identified that Mental Health Charity Mind concluded that work is the most stressful attribute in people’s lives according to a survey of 2000 employee carried out (Hemsley, S. 2011). 
According to the Charted institute of personnel and development (CIPD) stress at work causes a significant risk to most organisations and has resulted in an increase in compensation payments for stress related illness (CIPD 2015). There can also be additional stresses in a person’s life such as illness, bereavement, being a carer, personal responsibilities or even everyday household tasks, which can result in a person feeling stressed (Mind 2020). 
The HSE (2020) also identify that lack of support, negative relationships with peers/superiors, challenging roles and demands of the job can contribute to stress and it is important for employees to asses and manage stress triggers within the workplace. 
The Royal College of Physicians also recognises that work is an important cause of poor mental health for employees in the health service with 33% of employees experience work-related stress in the last 12 months, also identifying that (RCP 2015). 
The CIPD (2016) suggests that line managers aren’t prepared for managing sickness as they are not provided with the correct tools, training or support to do so effectively and so poor training can result in higher levels of sickness in the work place. A survey of 1,000 employees found that less than half of employers train managers to handle short term absence and that only 38% of employers are training managers to deal with long-term sickness absence management. 

[bookmark: _Hlk50892243]Sickness absence in the NHS & Hywel Dda University Health Board (HDUHB) related to stress, anxiety or depression
Is it stated that sickness absence rates in the NHS are higher than a majority of other organisations with national data being published each year showing rates rising (Copeland, A 2019). However, it is only recently that reasons why levels of sickness are so high have began to be published. Considering recent data, it is identified that the most reported reason for sickness absence were anxiety, stress/depression or other mental health illnesses accounting for around 20.9% of all sickness absence in the NHS (NHS Digital 2020). 
Welsh Government issued statistics for Wales each quarter and identify that levels of sickness within HDUHB have increased by 0.9% from 5.0% in March 2019 to 5.9% in March 2020 (Stats Wales 2020) with a rise of 0.8% in medical staff particularly from March 2019 to March 2020 with stress, anxiety/depression or other mental illness accounting for a quarter of all sickness absence, followed by infections diseases and back complaints. 

It is also reported that amongst senior medical staff, 16.3% feedback that their job often ‘gets them down’ with another 50.4% stating that they sometimes feel the same way (RCP 2015). 


Effects on the organisation
High levels of sickness in the workplace can have an effect on the organisation functionally and financially (RCP 2015). 
According to Wales Audit Office (WAO) an approximate £135.7m was spent on agency staff between 2017-2018 with HDUHB coming in at the 2nd highest Health Board in Wales for agency costs at £24.8m in a 2-month period (Smith, M. 2019). Although there are various contributory factors to this including vacancies within departments, many of the shifts requiring agency staff cover are as a result of sickness absence. 
Sickness absence can also result in the following: 
· Low employee morale
· Reduced productivity – particular of co-workers in departments where sickness absence is high
· Reduced employee engagement
· Poor performance 
· High levels of employee turnover 
(Natter, E 2018). 
The CIPD (2020) recognises that supporting employee well-being can result in great benefits for the organisation and its employees and in order to achieve this, employers bust ensure well-being is embedded in its culture, and integrated throughout the organisation. 
The above research indicates that stress, anxiety and depression significantly affect organisational performance due to the negative impact it has on its workforce. It has evidenced that sickness absence related to the above impacts the organisation financially, can affect employee engagement and productivity, and the overall performance of the organisation which has a direct result on the provision of patient care.  It also highlights that managers are unprepared to manage sickness absence appropriately.  




Research Methodology 
There were 2 research methodologies decided in order to conduct the necessary research required. Consideration was given to the time limitations and so it was decided to focus on 1 Health Board in Wales which was Hywel Dda University Health Board as during the initial primary research, it was identified that there are high levels of sickness associated with stress, anxiety/depression as well as high levels of agency spend. It was decided that the 2 research methodologies were:
· Questionnaire
Questionnaires were chosen as it is a cost effective, time saving quantitative form of data as well as providing employees with the opportunity to remain anonymous. it also allows employees to complete it at their chosen time and allows he researcher to easily collate all information and is easily transferrable into graph format for ease of display (Taylor and Woodhams 2016). It was decided that the questionnaire would be sent to all medical staff members across unscheduled care (Medicine and A&E) as they were identified as the areas with the highest levels of sickness absence directly linked with stress, anxiety or depression. 
However, some drawback of using this method could include:
· Tick the box exercise
· Questions answered incorrectly or not at all
· Logistically difficult to return 
· Hard to convey feelings/emotions
· Respondents could have a hidden agenda
(Debois, S 2019)
· Focus Groups 
Focus groups will also be held with managers within unscheduled care as the identified ‘area’ for this research to identify any gaps in their accessibility to the relevant training for managing sickness. Focus groups are a qualitative method of research and aim to gather honest opinions and responses from individuals and is useful in measuring the reaction of the topic being discussed and also provides instant access to ides for improvement (Descombe, M 2007). 
There are also some disadvantages to using focus groups including: 
· Can be difficult and time consuming to analyse and collate 
· Individuals may not feel comfortable to be honest in a face to face situation
· Can be difficult to control or manage for the researcher 
(Taylor and Woodhams 2016)
Findings from questionnaire from Hywel Dda University Health Board
A questionnaire was distributed to 200 medical staff in the unscheduled care department outlining the purpose of it and asking that they returned it either via email or internal post to ensure confidentiality was maintained for individuals who did not want to be identified. The questionnaire was designed to discover the levels of employees who felt under pressure or stress and to identify whether it was mainly work-related issues causing them to feel this way as well as identify teams or subspecialty where rates were higher. There was a relatively good return with 112 completing and returning the results mostly via email.

The results are as follows:
Q.1  What sub-speciality do you currently work














Q.2 Do you currently feel stressed as a direct result of your role?




	


Q.3 Have you ever suffered from anxiety or depression?

	





Q.4 Are you aware of the wellbeing services the HB can offer to employees?
	











Q.5 would you use the wellbeing service available to you?
	











Q.6 Do you feel that you can approach your manager for support with stress?











Q.7 Would you discuss your Mental health/feelings of stress with your manager if provided the opportunity?












From the results above, it is evident that there are high levels of stress within the medical staff group of employees with 70% of those asked stating they feel stressed as a direct result of their role. It is also clear that at present, employees don’t feel comfortable to approach their manager for support for stress/other mental health issues but if provided the formal opportunity, 64% of employees would openly discuss their concerns with their manager. The questionnaire also identifies that employees are not aware of the current wellbeing service offered within the HB.

Findings from Focus Groups
For the focus groups, 7 managers from the unscheduled care department including medicine and A&E across Withybush Hospital, Glangwili Hospital and Prince Philip Hospital. They were split in to sites to hold the focus group with Prince Philip and Glangwili in 1 group, and Withybush in the second group. A number of questions were asked as follows:
1. Have you dealt with sickness absence management within your role? 
2. Do you feel that you were equipped with the relevant tools or organisational support to manage this effectively? 
3. Do you feel that additional training in relation to absence management should be provided?
4. Would you attend the training? 
5. Are you confident with managing long-term sickness episodes?
6. Have you received training on the new ‘All Wales management attendance at work’ policy? 
7. Do you openly discuss stress or mental health wellbeing at work with your employees? 
Focus group 1 findings – the purpose of the meeting was explained, it remained very informal in order to create a sense of ease and trust and it was ensured that managers were informed any feedback in relation to their answers would remain confidential and only be utilised to adapt future approaches to sickness management and training. 
Overall, discussions throughout, identified that managers were not comfortable managing long term and difficult cases of sickness, particularly those related to Mental health illnesses or serious diseases such as cancer. Only 1 out of 5 managers had received training for the new Managing attendance at work policy with 0 managers receiving official training on how to manage sickness absence. Only 4 of the managers would attend additional training with 1 manager feeling experienced enough in this area and so wouldn’t be useful to them and all 5 confirmed that mental health wellbeing isn’t’ something openly discussed with their staff unless there is a requirement for it. Positive suggestions were made as a result of the meeting including:
· Arranging official training on the new policy and managing attendance
· Ensuring all employees are aware of wellbeing services available to them on how to manage stress at work 
Focus group 2 findings – conducted with the Withybush management team. Both managers confirmed no official training on managing sickness absence with both having little experience in managing long term sickness episodes. Another suggestion made was to introduce a mental health question as part of a formal one to one process 
Conclusion
It is clear from the above findings that a large proportion of HDUHB employees have or currently feel stressed as a direct result of their job, have experienced anxiety or depression and aren’t aware of any wellbeing service available to them. The high results illustrate that further work needs to be carried out to discover clear reasons why this is the case. It is also evident that employees don’t feel comfortable to discuss their mental health openly, but would be more open to discuss how they feel if prompted by a manager, perhaps as part of an informal or formal one to one chat. 
It is also evident form the focus groups that managers lack experience in managing attendance, and are not provided with official training on this. Receiving appropriate training on managing sickness absence, can help minimise disruption to the workplace and help reduce the cost of sick pay, and lost productivity at work (Independent 2020). It can also provide managers with the skills and understand best practice techniques to confidently manage sickness absence (Bevan & Hayday 2001). 


Recommendations
1. It is recommended that all line managers attend the relevant training on how to effectively manage sickness attendance - active and effective management of sickness could result in a saving of £56 billion a year, as well as save in management costs and losses of productivity and so it is vital that manager are equipped appropriately to encourage this (Personnel Today 2019).
2. A recommendation to include a question in the annual employee PADR which considers stress/mental health issues to be discussed as part of the process and providing individual with the opportunity to open up to their line manager – ensuring mental health is addressed at work can increase productivity by 12% as well as encouraging happier employees (Mental Health foundation 2020).
3. It is recommended that another questionnaire is completed in 9 months to analyse the data and consider any changes as a result of the above
4. It is recommended that a ‘wellbeing’ information booklet is created and issued to all employees informing them of the services available to HB employees 
5. A recommendation to review sickness rates in the organisation after 12 months to compare figures prior to, and after all of the above implementations
Limitations
Some of the limitations during the research report include:
· Timescales – time to gather all of the data and analyse with minimal timescales provided to employees to complete the questionnaire (14 days) may have resulted in a smaller amount being completed
· Sample size – the sample size was very small in comparison to the thousands of employees within the HB and therefore could be considered as not fully representative of the opinions of the organisation as a whole (Taylor and Woodhams 2016). 





References

Bevan, S. and Hayday, 2. (2001) Costing sickness absence in the UK [online] Available at:  https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/382.pdf (Accessed on 12/09/2020). 

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (2016) Line managers underprepared by employers to manage absence [online] Available at: https://www.cipd.co.uk/about/media/press/021116-line-managers-underprepared-to-manage-absence (Accessed on 11/09/2020). 

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development  (2020) Health and wellbeing at work [online] Available at: https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/health-well-being-work?gclid=CjwKCAjw4_H6BRALEiwAvgfzq3w7RVGSuHY--hTJ8Rd_Yx9KI6UDc7WrrV8lVGngWgtiVkgZwaQ4RBoCYH0QAvD_BwE (Accessed on 11/09/2020). 

Chartered Institute of Personal and Development (2019) Stress in the workplace [online] Available at: https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/stress-factsheet#8219 (Accessed on 09/09/2020). 

Debois, S. (2019) 10 advantages and disadvantages of questionnaires [online] Available at: https://surveyanyplace.com/questionnaire-pros-and-cons/ (Accessed on 11/09/2020). 

Descombe, M (2007) The Good research guide  London: University Press 

Mind (2020) How to manage stress [online] Available at: https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/stress/causes-of-stress/?gclid=CjwKCAjw4_H6BRALEiwAvgfzq9tpoy_3z1bkuJKlPNmd72XbLx5yKv1oltK7pOqgfP-IYHO5MjBtjhoCdEYQAvD_BwE (Accessed on 08/09/2020). 

Hemsley, S. (2011) Absence: How does it affect the workplace and what can employers do about it? [online] Available at: 
https://www.hrmagazine.co.uk/article-details/absence-how-does-it-affect-the-workplace-and-what-can-employers-do-about-it (Accessed on 09/09/2020).

HSE (2020) Work related stress and how to tackle it [online] Available at: https://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/what-to-do.htm (Accessed on 08/09/2020). 

Independent (2020) Absence management training [online] Available at: https://courses.independent.co.uk/training/live-and-learn-consultancy/absence-management-training-managing-sickness-at-work-344730#:~:text=Why%20do%20you%20need%20Absence,sickness%20%26%20absenteeism%20in%20the%20workplace. (Accessed on 12/09/2020).

Mental Health Foundation (2020) How to support mental health at work [online] Available at: https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/publications/how-support-mental-health-work (Accessed on 12/09/2020). 

MIND (2019). How to manage stress [online] Available at: https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/stress/treatment-for-stress/ (Accessed on 11/09/2020).

Natter, E. (2018) How Employees with poor attendance affect the workplace [online] Available at: https://smallbusiness.chron.com/employees-poor-attendance-affect-workplace-11517.html (Accessed on 09/09/2020). 

NHS Digital (2020) NHS Sickness absence rates April 2020, provisional statistics [online] Available at: https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/nhs-sickness-absence-rates/april-2020-provisional-statistics (Accessed on 08/09/2020). 

NHS. (2016). Stress at work [online] Available at: http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/Pages/workplace-stress.aspx. (Accessed on 08/09/2020).

Personnel Today (2019) Calculating the real costs of sickness absence [online] Available at: 
https://www.personneltoday.com/pr/2019/11/calculating-the-real-costs-of-sickness-absence/ (Accessed on 12/09/2020). 

Royal College of Physicians (2015) Work and wellbeing in the NHS: why staff health matters to patient care [online] Available at: file:///C:/Users/Ashley89/Downloads/Work%20and%20wellbeing%20in%20the%20NHS%20(2).PDF (Accessed on 09/09/2020). 

Smith, M. (2019) The Welsh NHS is still having to spend millions on agency staff and this is why [online] Available at: https://www.walesonline.co.uk/news/health/welsh-nhs-still-having-spend-15709598 (Accessed on 09/09/2020). 

           Taylor, S., & Woodhams, C. (2016). Studying Human Resource Management (2nd edn.) London: CIPD


The King’s Fund (2019)NHS sickness absence: let’s talk about mental health [online] Available at: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/blog/2019/10/nhs-sickness-absence#:~:text=Sickness%20absence%20rates%20in%20the,per%20cent%20in%20April%202019 (Accessed on 08/09/2020). 

Welsh government, Stats Wales (2020) Percentage absent by organisation and date [online] Available at: https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Health-and-Social-Care/NHS-Staff/Sickness-Absence/percentageabsent-by-organisation-date (Accessed on 09/09/2020). 













Yes	No	54	58	



Yes	No	29	83	

Q.5 Would you use the wellbeing service available to you?


Yes	No	Unsure	56	25	31	

Q.6 Do you feel that you can approach your manager for support with stress?


Yes	No	45	67	

Would you discuss your mental health/feelings of stress with your manager if provided the opportunity?


Yes	No	Unsure	72	18	22	
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