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This report focuses on stress among catering assistants who work in NHS hospitals. The aim of the paper is to investigate the problem of stress, identify the contributing factors using decision making tools, suggest a practical solution using problem solving skills and propose a plan of action.
The problem
The problem of stress was observed in  a group of  catering assistants working full time  in an NHS hospital in West Sussex. The increased amount of stress significantly affected the productivity of the catering assistants and their wellbeing. The problem also  had an impact on the  patient services. This problem is complex yet common in NHS workers. 
The catering department 
	The hospital catering department consists of two main units: the main kitchen that serves the restaurant in the hospital and ward kitchens that serve the patients in the words. A total of 40 employees work in these two units as 25 of the catering staff, the catering assistants, work in the ward kitchens. The catering staff is supervised and managed by 4 supervisors and a line manager. Two catering assistants serve the patients in each ward. Each catering assistant is supposed to serve approximately 27 patients daily during the long shift. The catering assistants daily duties involve: 
· taking the orders from the patients’ menus and ordering the food using tablets, 
· changing the patients’ water jugs twice a day,
· assisting the care assistants with patients’ breakfast, 
· getting the food and drinks from the main kitchen, 
· preparing and serving lunch and dinner to the patients, 
· cleaning up plates, bowls and trays and washing them up in the kitchen,
· serving hot drinks four times a day, 
· cleaning the kitchen after each meal and tea rounds, 
· and completing the tasks that are in the daily duties sheets.
Literature Review
Problem Solving
Problem solving can be defined as “the process of constructing and applying mental representations of problems to finding solutions to those problems that are encountered in nearly every context” (Jonassen & Hung, 2012, p.1). Figure 1 shows a model for problem solving with six steps. This model can be useful to evaluate various problems systematically.
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Figure 1: The six step problem solving model (Free Management Ebooks, 2021)
The problem solving process involves diagnosing the problem, identifying the root causes, finding solutions, selecting a workable solution, apply the solution and finally assessing the results and the process of problem solving. To solve the complex problem that was encountered in the catering department, I used this six step problem solving model.
Broadly defined, stress is “great worry caused by a difficult situation or something that causes this condition” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2021). Stress is the result of excessive pressure and demands and it usually arises when people cannot cope with it (Rawley, 2017). 
Stress at work
Pressures that  are constant and intolerable can lead to stress at work. Workplace stress is defined as “the change in one’s physical or mental state in response to situations (stressors) that pose challenge or threat” (Colligan & Higgins, 2006, p.90). High work demands and over controlling at workplace can lead to stress. Workplace stress might affect workers in a negative way and can lead to  psychological (e.g. anxiety, depression)  and physiological conditions (e.g. hypertension, ulcers, headaches) (Colligan & Higgins, 2006).
Research suggests that stress might  considerably affect mental wellbeing of NHS employees. High level of stress is one of the biggest factors contributing to the decline in NHS workers’ mental wellbeing, causing decreased work performance and satisfaction as well as absenteeism (Colligan & Higgins, 2005; Ravalier, McVicar, & Boichat, 2020). Stress might affect not only the work performance but also might lead to poor employee relations, arguments and bullying or harassment (Rawley, 2017).
To study health-related work stress, Karasek’s Demands-Control Model (1985, cited in Spence Laschinger et al., 2001) can be used by the organisations. Demand represents the workload including the psychological and physical challenges that are faced by the employees. Control represents the opportunities that the employees have in order to alter the demands. Lagrosen & Lagrosen (2020) suggest that social support can be combined with the Demands-control Model to create well-functioning workplace. 
Impact of stress on catering staff
There is a significant impact of stress that catering assistants experience on when working long shifts in the hospital words. Stress not only affects the catering assistant but also indirectly it affects  the other healthcare staff,  patients and the organisation as a whole.
Some of the effects of stress that are seen are listed below:
· increased anxiety and mental health issues among catering assistants,
· increased number or frequency of sick leaves among catering assistants, which usually results in increased shortage of staff in catering departments,
· decreased work performance in catering assistants and thus decreased patient satisfaction,
· increased number of complaints from patients and patient relatives due to errors in task applications, 
· potential danger to patient health and safety e.g. making it more likely for a stressed catering assistant to mix orders for patients with food allergies,
· increased amount of stress and pressure on other healthcare staff e.g. healthcare assistants, nurses, doctors, porters due to unhappy and unsatisfied patients.
SWOT analysis 
Research indicates that SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats) analysis is often used in the healthcare sector. To make sound decisions, healthcare organizations conduct SWOT analyses. This decision making tool can help to “take an objective, critical, and unemotional look at the organization as a whole” (Chermack & Kasshanna, 2007, p. 396) and evaluate the internal and external organisational environments (Helms & Nixon, 2010). To analyse the internal and external factors that affect the catering department of the hospital, I conducted a SWOT analysis (Table 1). The SWOT analysis findings will be used in the problem solving process when making decisions about possible solutions. The results also will be used when creating an action plan for implementing the selected solution. 

	STRENGTHS
	OPPORTUNITIES

	Details
	Score
	Details
	Score

	30-year-old NHS hospital
Strong culture of internal rules and regulations 
Salaries paid on time
Good information system
	10
8

9
7
	Equipment upgrade
New suppliers for high-quality personal protective equipment 
Stress relief activities for the staff
In-service training  
	9
8

10
9

	WEAKNESSES
	THREATS

	Details
	Score
	Details
	Score

	Lack of teamwork and cooperation
Low salaries
Ineffective leadership
Low quality  personal protective equipment 
High levels of sickness absence
	10

8
9
7
8
	High cost of equipment and materials
Equipment breakdown
COVID-19
Economic condition home
	8
9
10
8



Table 1: SWOT Analysis of the catering department 
The results of the SWOT analysis show that the NHS hospital is a long-established organisation where the staff receive salaries on time, which are the main strengths of this healthcare institution. Findings also show that the main weaknesses of this organisation are lack of teamwork and ineffective leadership. When looking at the opportunities, it can be seen that catering staff can benefit from different stress relief activities and participate in in-service training programmes. When devising and implementing an action plan, Covid-19 situation should be considered and equipment breakdowns should be avoided by regularly checking the equipment.
PESTLE analysis
To assess the external environments in more detail, the healthcare organisations carry out PESTLE analysis. The PESTLE tool is used to identify the political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental factors that have an impact on the healthcare organisation. It complements the SWOT analysis and contributes to executing a solution to the identified problem (Warner, 2010). To highlight the pressures and opportunities that the catering department face, I carried out a PESTLE analysis.  Table 2 summarizes the results of the PESTLE analysis.

	Factor/Description
	Implication
	Score

	Political
Government’s insufficient funding in NHS hospitals.

	
Low quality PPE.
Low-quality food.
Low quality service delivery.
	
8
9
10

	Economic
Increasing inflation due to COVID situation.
	
Increased prices of food, drinks, PPE, equipment, devices.
	
10

	Social
Fear from COVID.
People’s health consciousness.
Less social activities due to the COVID situation.
	
High levels of stress in staff.
More complaints from patients about food.
Increased anxiety and depression in staff.
	
10
9

10

	Technological
New catering technologies.

New information communication technologies. 
	
New opportunities to use advanced ovens, microwaves, dishwashers, fridges.
New opportunities to use advanced tablets for ordering food and drinks. 
	
9


10

	Legal
Work Life Balance Policy
	
Need to raise staff awareness about the work-life balance.
	
10

	Environmental
Community awareness about environmental pollution.
Recycling food waste
	
New opportunities to use eco-friendly PPE, reusable crockery and cutlery.
Need to use recycling food waste bins.
	
9

10


 
Table 2: PESTLE analysis of the catering department
PESTLE analysis results indicate that insufficient funding and increasing inflation affect catering service delivery quality in the wards and the quality of equipment and materials that are used by the catering assistants. 
Fishbone analysis
Problem Solving and Decision Making

Fishbone analysis is used to identify possible causes for a problem while sorting the causes into categories (American Society for Quality, 2021). The problem is shown on the head of the fish and possible causes are shown on the “bones” of the fish. I used fishbone analysis to list the possible contributing factors that increase the levels of stress in catering assistants who work in NHS hospitals, as seen on Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Fishbone analysis
From Figure 2, it is seen that root causes for work-related stress experienced by catering assistants can be divided into six categories. The findings of fishbone analysis show that the biggest root cause of stress in NHS catering assistants are shown under “people” and “management” categories. Uncooperative colleagues and patients, lack of teamwork, unsupportive management, and frequent absenteeism due to sickness are the main causes of stress in the catering department. Additional requirements for hygiene in the wards and frequent self-isolation of staff due to Covid-19 pandemic put even more strain on catering staff. 
Possible solutions
Possible solutions for decreasing the levels of work-related stress that catering assistants experience are listed below.
Alternative solution 1: Creating shorter shifts for the catering assistants.
Alternative solution 2: Providing new equipment to lower the workload and time pressure.
Alternative solution 3: Increasing salaries of the catering assistants and providing extra benefits.
Alternative solution 4: Planning and implementing in service professional training with mindfulness-based stress reduction activities for all staff in the catering department.
Evaluating solutions
The alternative solutions mentioned above were evaluated using the PMI (Plus-Minus-Interesting) (De Bono, 1985) decision making tool.  The advantages and disadvantages of each solution were listed in Table 3. Each possible solution that was proposed was examined carefully considering its effectiveness and practicality. To objectively evaluate each solution, the advantages and disadvantages were assessed by adding or subtracting points (from 1 to 10). The points were calculated for each solution and accordingly the best solution was selected. 

	Solution
	Plus
	Minus
	Interesting
	Total points

	1
	Happy catering assistants (+8)
Energetic (+7)

	Working 6 days a week (-8)
Short-term increased motivation (-10)
Difficult to arrange the shifts (-7)
	Decreased levels of tiredness (+7)
More time for socializing after work (+10)
	Advantages - +32
Disadvantages  -25
Total = 7

	2
	Make work easier (+9)
Save time (+9)
Less likely to break down
(+8)
	Complex equipment can be difficult to operate it (-9)
Expensive (-10)
	Catering assistants who are good at technology can be identified (+7)
	Advantages
+33
Disadvantages
-19
Total = 14

	3
	Happy catering assistants (+9)
Motivated (+10)
	Short-term increased motivation (-10)
	Less staff turnover (+9)
	Advantages
+28
Disadvantages
-10
Total = 18

	4
	Better performance using the new learning (+9)
Learning how to deal with stress (+8)
Awareness raising about health safety at work (+8)
Effective supervision (+10)
Constructive feedback from the management (+10)
Effective communication with colleagues, healthcare stuff and management (+8)
Effective teamwork (+8)
Effective conflict resolution (+8)
	Requires  good planning (-10)
Requires time for planning  and implementing (-10)
A qualified -professional trainer and mindfulness specialist need to be hired – so money should be spend (-10)
Some catering assistants may find the in-service training 
programme 
boring and not useful   (-7)
	Positive thinking 
(+7)
Energetic/relaxed as a result of mindfulness activities (+8)

	Advantages
+84
Disadvantages
-36
Total = 48


                                                                                                                                                                                  Table 3: PMI: Evaluating solutions

The results of the solution evaluation indicate that the last solution seems to be the best for solving the problem of stress in the NHS catering department. The in-service training that will be carried out by a professional trainer and specialist will help catering assistants:
· refresh their practical and professional knowledge, 
· improve their professional skills, 
· learn new methods and techniques for effective  tasks completion, 
· increase their awareness about health and safety,
· gain knowledge about patient’s psychology,
· improve their communication skills,
· learn how to work in a team, 
· learn how to avoid and solve conflicts with patients and staff.
The training programme also will help supervisors and line managers learn how to communicate and supervise assistants effectively. The mindfulness-based stress reduction activities, on the other hand, will help the catering staff manage the stress and develop skills to calm down, be happier and relaxed, stop overthinking and increase confidence (Sharma  & Rush, 2014).
Plan of action
To guide the implementation process, a sequential plan of action was created. Tasks that need to be completed as well as start dates and target end dates were included in the plan. To see if the tasks were completed according to the plan, check points column was also included. The template was adopted from Mitchell and Kowalik (1999). Table 4 represents the proposed plan of action:

	Task
	Who
	Start
	End
	Check points

	Needs assessment – identifying the needs of the catering staff
	Supervisors, professional trainer 
	1 Feb
	15 Feb
	

	Creating  the in-service training programme with mindfulness-based stress reduction activities
	Professional trainer
& mindfulness trainer
	 20 Feb
	10 March
	

	Organising the timetable, arranging the place and resources
	Administrator
	1 Feb
	5 March
	

	Creating  the study groups 
	Supervisors 
	 20 Feb
	10 March
	

	Creating an effective monitoring and supervision plan
	Line manager, supervisors,  trainers
	1 Feb
	10 March
	

	Implementing the training programme
	Trainers, supervisors
	15 March
	15 June
	

	Evaluating the training programme
	Trainers, supervisors
	20 June
	30 June
	



Table 4 Plan of action
Communication Plan for Stakeholders
	A communication plan (Table 5) was devised to show how the designed plan of action will be communicated with various stakeholders. 
	
	Formal meeting
	Informal meeting
	Face-to-face
	E-mail
	Letter
	Phone
	Social media
	Not share

	Line manager
	X
	
	X
	X
	
	
	
	

	Supervisors
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	X
	
	

	Trainers
	X
	X
	X
	X
	
	
	X
	

	Catering assistants
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	X
	

	IT unit
	X
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	

	Suppliers 
	
	
	
	X
	
	X
	
	



Table 5: Communication plan



Reviewing the Problem Solving Process
The problem solving process should be evaluated in order to see what was  achieved and was not. This will help to assess the quality and identify what did not work. Aspects that need to be  improved can be also identified.  The outcome and the process of the problem solving will be evaluated by applying the CARL approach (Table 6) – Check, Analyse, Refine and Learn (Elger et al, 2001). 

	Check
	· Magnitude?, Professional issues?, Quality?, Performance?

	Analyse
	· What achieved and worked?, 
· What did not achieve and  work?

	Refine
	· What needs to be improved?
· How can the problem solving process will be improved?

	Learn
	· Concepts? Methods?



Table 6: CARL approach (Elger et al, 2001)
Conclusion
Solving the problem of stress in the catering department will positively influence the catering assistants’ motivation and wellbeing, productivity and work satisfaction.  Solving the problem also will have positive effects of the management and carers, quality of services and the reputation of the hospital.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Word count: 1856 (tables and captions not included)






References
Jonassen D.H., Hung W. (2012) ‘Problem Solving’. In: Seel N.M. (eds) Encyclopedia of the Sciences of Learning. Springer, Boston, MA. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-1428-6_208
American Society for Quality (2019) What is problem solving?. Available at: https://asq.org/quality-resources/problem-solving (Accessed 10 July 2019).
Cambridge Dictionary (2019) Stress. Available at: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/stress (Accessed 26 December 2021). 
Chermack, T.J. and Kasshanna, B.K. (2007) ‘The Use and Misuse of SWOT Analysis and Implications for HRD Professionals’, Human resource development international, 10(4), pp. 383–399. doi:10.1080/13678860701718760
Colligan, T.V. & Higgins, E.M. (2006) ‘Workplace Stress’,
Journal of Workplace Behavioral Health, 21(2), pp. 89-97, doi: 10.1300/J490v21n02_07
De Bono, E. (1985) De Bono’s thinking Course. Ariel Books: London.
Elger, D.F. et al. (2001) ‘A Structured Problem Solving Model for Developing High-Level Skills’, Proceedings of the 2001 American Society for Engineering Education Annual Conference & Expoition. US: American Society for Engineering Education.
Free Management Ebooks (2021) The six step problem solving model. Available at: http://www.free-management-ebooks.com/news/six-step-problem-solving-model/ (Accessed 26 December 2021).
Lagrosen, S. and Lagrosen, Y. (2020) ‘Workplace stress and health – the connection to quality management’, Total quality management & business excellence, pp. 1–14. doi:10.1080/14783363.2020.1807317.
Mitchell, W.E. and Kowalik, T.F. (1999) Creative problem solving. Available at: http://www.geocities.ws/jdkilp/Creative_Problem_Solving.pdf (Accessed 20 December 2021).
Ravalier, J.M., McVicar, A. and Boichat, C. (2020) ‘Work Stress in NHS Employees: A Mixed-Methods Study’, International journal of environmental research and public health, 17(18), p. 6464–. doi:10.3390/ijerph17186464.
Rawley, J. (2017) Managing stress and well-being at work. Available at: https://www.ruh.nhs.uk/about/policies/documents/non_clinical_policies/black_hr/HR_137_Managing_Stress_and_Well_Being_At_Work.pdf (Accessed 28 December 2021).
Sharma, M. and Rush, S.E. (2014) ‘Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction as a Stress Management Intervention for Healthy Individuals: A Systematic Review’, Journal of evidence-based complementary & alternative medicine, 19(4), pp. 271–286. doi:10.1177/2156587214543143.
Spence Laschinger, H. K. , Finegan, J. , Shamian, J. & Almost, J. (2001) ‘Testing Karasek’s Demands-Control Model in Restructured Healthcare Settings’. JONA: The Journal of Nursing Administration, 31 (5), pp. 233-243.
Warner, A.G. (2010) Strategic analysis and choice : a structured approach (1st edition). New York, N.Y: Business Expert Press.
image1.png
Six-Step Problem
Solving Model

3. Develop
alternative
solutions

4. Selecta
solution

1. Define the
problem

5. Implement
the solution

2. Determine the
root cause(s) of
the problem

6. Evaluate the
-> outcome





image2.emf


people management procedure



  uncooperative colleagues

uncooperative care assistants

discrimination from patients

increased requirements for higiene



low-quality PPE

lack of seasonal uniforms

COVID-19 wards

time pressure



broken microwaves

fast paced



hazardous chemical cleaners



unsupportive

frequent team briefs

poor management

frequent inspection

discrimination



underestaffed

illness related absetneeism



environment material equipment

Fishbone Analysis 



short time for digital orders

menus - not completed on time

work overload

long hours



catering 

assistant's 

stress

broken dishwashers

broken fridges

broken tablets

broken ovens


