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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.  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. 

Workforce
HEIW’s workforce has been in a positive position during the pandemic.  There has been no requirement to furlough staff and 100% of staff are able to work from home. Flexible working arrangements have been extended to allow for those with caring responsibilities, including the ability to split the working day, extended working hours and weekend working.

Sickness 
As of 30th April 2020, there were 27 staff reporting COVID-19 related issues.  1 was self-isolating due to a family member displaying symptoms and the remaining 26 were deemed in the “at risk” category and were self-isolating for that reason.  There are currently no members of staff reporting symptoms.  General sickness figures have been running below those reported for the same period last year.

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 30th April 2020, HEIW have returned 140 sessions (1 session = ½ day) back to the frontline.  

Health & Wellbeing
The health and wellbeing of our staff and the wider NHS Wales workforce has been at the forefront with the development of a health and wellbeing “Compassion Starts with Me” playlist, which includes resources providing information and practical support to all of NHS Wales.  To date, 38,000 have accessed these resources.  Internally, HEIW have utilised their intranet to develop a community hub where staff can dip in and out during the day and 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.  

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.  

Engagement 
HEIW has been engaging with staff frequently throughout lockdown via several surveys, which have been used to assess people’s feelings towards working from home and identify ways in which staff can be supported.  The surveys have demonstrated a positive response to home working from staff, with the majority stating they are able to work well from home and are happy to continue to do so.  The most significant barriers have been lack of IT and office equipment and the office has been opened to allow staff in to collect these items to support them at home.  

Communications
The Deputy CEO has been communicating with staff via a news bulletin once a week to thank them for their continued hard work during this time and also update them on any changes.  This communication is also used to promote the various activities and resources available.  Government specific announcements and the impact they will have on our organisation are shared on an as required basis.  Managers are encouraged to regularly check in with their teams.  

Changes to service delivery 
HEIW’s primary purpose is to train and educate the future NHS Wales workforce.  Due to the restrictions imposed by the Welsh Government, all student teaching has been put on hold and the organisation has been exploring ways to utilise students in the fight against COVID-19.  This has involved identifying capabilities and how skills can be deployed safely and effectively in clinical settings.  However, it is also important that the organisation starts to plan how and when teaching will restart and how it can be delivered in a safe way moving forward.

Supporting the frontline workforce 
At the beginning of the pandemic there was great concern that our hospitals would not cope with the number of patients requiring care.  Therefore, field hospitals were built in readiness for the potential influx of patients.  To support the frontline workforce in field hospitals, HEIW developed a Patient Care Assistant (PCA) role, which is a generic role that can be utilised in all healthcare settings across NHS Wales.  The role would be a supporting role, assisting patients with personal care, nutrition and their recovery.  

To prepare health boards for the predicted influx of patients and ensure they had the necessary workforce to support them, HEIW developed a process whereby PCAs could be interviewed, recruited, undergo personal employment checks and training, before being released to their local health board to work, effectively delivering a pop-up workforce.  However, due to current NHS capacity remaining well below maximum, this initiative has been put on hold, but can be brought back online in hours should the situation change.   
