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Executive Summary
This research provides a comprehensive analysis of the return-to-work (RTW) process at Castell Howell Foods, focusing on employee experiences, organisational practices, and operational challenges. The objective was to understand how RTW procedures function in practice and to identify both strengths and areas where the process could be improved.
Methodology
A mixed-methods approach was employed to capture a complete view of the RTW process. This included:
· Literature review: Examining academic and industry research on RTW strategies, challenges, and best practices.
· Secondary data analysis: Reviewing internal HR records, absence data, and organisational policies.
· Primary research: A structured questionnaire distributed to 102 employees across multiple departments and roles, capturing experiences, perceptions, and attitudes towards RTW procedures. Descriptive and comparative statistical analysis was conducted to identify patterns and trends. Ethical standards were maintained, including informed consent, confidentiality, and voluntary participation.
Key Findings
· Employee involvement: Most included in planning; some excluded or hesitant to disclose due to stigma.
· Inconsistencies: Communication and awareness of RTW policies varied across departments. Employees in physically demanding roles reported lower levels of support and preparedness.
· Policy awareness: Nearly half of employees were unaware of formal RTW procedures, limiting clarity and trust in the process.
Overall, the research demonstrates that Castell Howell Foods has a supportive RTW foundation, but inconsistencies in policy communication, departmental practices, and role-specific support limit the effectiveness and equity of reintegration across the workforce.
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1. Aim and Objectives
The primary aim and objective of this research is to critically evaluate the return-to-work (RTW) process at Castell Howell Foods with a view to continuous improvement. To achieve this, the study holds the following:
1. To research and analyse existing literature regarding return-to-work strategies, challenges, and best practices across relevant departments.
2. To review existing secondary data from within Castell Howell, including absence records, HR policies, and previous employee feedback related to return-to-work experiences.
3. To conduct quantitative and/or qualitative research through the use of structured questionnaires distributed to employees within Castell Howell. The purpose is to establish their perceptions, experiences, and attitudes towards the current return-to-work processes.
4. To critically evaluate the primary research findings to identify common themes, barriers, and opportunities for enhancing return to work support.
5. To make evidence-based recommendations for improvement to Castell Howell’s return to work policies, procedures, and employee support systems.

2. Introduction of the investigation topic and rationale 
2.1 Introduction
Castell Howell Foods Ltd is one of Wales’s leading independent foodservice wholesalers, built on strong regional roots and a commitment to quality, sustainability, and corporate responsibility. Founded in 1988 by group chairman Brian Jones, the company has grown from a small local supplier into a key player in the UK food distribution sector (FUW, 2024).
Headquartered at Cross Hands Food Park in Carmarthenshire, Castell Howell operates a modern fleet of over 200 vehicles and employs more than 900 staff (FUW, 2024), serving thousands of customers across Wales and parts of England. The company now supplies over 14,000 product lines to more than 5,000 customers on a weekly basis, sourcing over £37 million annually from Welsh producers (FUW, 2024). The business supports customers, colleagues, and communities by embedding social, cultural, environmental, and economic sustainability in its operations, from distributing 16,000 summer food packs to children (The Grocer, 2022) to piloting low-carbon, local supply chains (Cynnal Cymru, 2023).
Effective return-to-work (RTW) processes are essential organisational management, especially in industries where business continuity and employee wellbeing are closely integrated (Black and Frost, 2011) Castell Howell Foods has recently faced an increased number of employee absences arising from illness, injury, and required operations. These instances have highlighted attention to both strengths and weakness in the organisation’s approach to engaging staff, highlighting the necessity for a more systematic and robust RTW strategy.
2.2 Rationale
The need for this research reflects growing recognition that return to work (RTW) practices must balance empathy with operational effectiveness. Quantitative evidence demonstrates that structured approaches such as phased returns, tailored accommodations, and follow up support are associated with measurable reductions in long term absence and improved reintegration outcomes (Hooftman et al., 2014). As organisations face increasing pressure to safeguard employee wellbeing while sustaining productivity, RTW has become a strategic priority (CIPD, 2022). Effective RTW processes can generate quantifiable benefits including higher retention rates, lower absenteeism, and strengthened managerial capability, while inadequate support is linked to increased disengagement and turnover. Lencioni’s framework of the three signs of a miserable job - anonymity, irrelevance, and immeasurability offers further insight into how poor reintegration can negatively influence measurable employee outcomes (Lencioni, 2007).
3. Literature Review
3.1 Theoretical Frameworks and Practical Constraints
The return-to-work (RTW) process is shaped by models such as the biopsychosocial framework and Organisational Support Theory (OST). These highlight the interaction of health, workplace structures and perceived organisational support in determining reintegration outcomes (Eisenberger,1986). Whilst conceptually useful, much of the research remains theoretical and insufficiently translated into practice.
For instance, the Health and Evidence Exchange Centre (2025) shows 57 studies and concludes that effective RTW depends on coordinated, individualised and collaborative interventions. Yet such recommendations often assume access to dedicated RTW coordinators or extensive occupational health provision resources unlikely to be available in a medium-sized, labour-intensive organisation such as Castell Howell Foods.
Hanson et al.’s (2024) feasibility study in Ghana illustrates this challenge. While physiotherapist-led education was effective, workforce shortages and cultural norms of presenteeism limited outcomes. Although not directly comparable to the UK food industry, this research demonstrates that context-specific pressures often undermine theoretically sound approaches. Castell Howell faces similar constraints, high physical demands and lean staffing structures reduce flexibility in accommodating phased returns. 
3.2 Mental Health, Managerial Competence and Perceived Support
Mental health-related RTW has gained prominence, with (Olsson et al., 2025) showing that communication and support from managers are crucial for young workers recovering from common mental disorders. Although demographic limitations reduce generalisability, the study reinforces OST’s principle that perceived organisational support significantly influences RTW success. However, perceptions of support are subjective, shaped as much by interpersonal skills as by formal policies (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002).
This raises practical challenges for firms such as Castell Howell, where line managers must juggle production pressures with HR responsibilities. The literature consistently identifies line managers as pivotal to successful RTW (Tjulin et al., 2011), yet also highlights deficiencies in training and confidence. However, research often treats managers as a homogenous group, overlooking variations across industries. In production-based contexts, the dual responsibility for output and employee welfare may heighten these tensions (James et al., 2018).
3.3 Measuring Success and the Question of Sustainability
Another contested issue is how RTW outcomes should be evaluated. Traditional measures, such as the date of return, neglect the sustainability of reintegration. Beekman (2023) argues that sustainable participation and long term functional outcomes offer more meaningful metrics. This perspective is particularly relevant to physically demanding workforces, where premature return may increase the risk of relapse or disengagement (Institute of Occupational Health, 2025).
Yet sustainability-focused monitoring requires ongoing adjustment and review an approach that is often resource-intensive. For Castell Howell, the feasibility of such monitoring is questionable, given operational and financial constraints. This underscores the recurring gap between academic ideals and workplace realities, although long-term approaches are conceptually superior, they demand capacities that mid-sized firms may not possess. 

3.4 Organisational Context and Policy Benchmarks
Cross-national comparisons highlight how context influences return-to-work (RTW) practices. For example, Becker et al. (2024) found that structured RTW procedures are more common in countries with strong social security systems. However, their findings may not fully apply to smaller organisations. In their subsample of small enterprises, RTW processes were often inconsistent, a challenge likely reflected at Castell Howell.
3.5 Secondary data 
Its previous and current RTW procedures, phased returns, review meetings and reasonable adjustments do reflect needed recommendations from the Health and Safety Executive (HSE, 2023) and ACAS ( 2023). These mostly include early intervention and people focused flexibility. Furthermore, Black and Frost (2011) stress the importance of communication, a feature present in Castell Howell’s policies but one potentially not embedded from a review of the secondary data. Alignment on paper does not guarantee consistent application in practice, particularly where managerial competence and resource capacity are limited.
4. Methodology
4.1 Research Philosophy
This research adopts a pragmatic research philosophy, which prioritises practical outcomes and emphasises the application of knowledge to real world contexts. Pragmatism supports methodological flexibility, enabling researchers to select strategies most suited to addressing the research question (Bryman, 2016). In this case, the use of quantitative methods was considered appropriate because they enable the generation of objective, generalisable insights that can inform organisational policy and practice (Stokes and Wall, 2014). This approach aligns with the applied nature of the study, where the ultimate goal is to develop actionable recommendations for improving RTW processes.
4.2 Research Methodology
A quantitative approach was employed for this study. Quantitative research is particularly effective in capturing measurable variables, identifying patterns, and drawing comparisons across large groups (McNeill and Chapman, 2005). This approach was deemed suitable as it provides clarity and universality, making it possible to detect trends within the workforce that might otherwise remain hidden in smaller, qualitative samples.
4.3 Primary Research and Participants
Primary data refers to information collected directly from participants for the purpose of addressing the research question. In this research, a questionnaire was utilised as the primary data collection tool. Structured questionnaires are widely used in quantitative research as they ensure consistency in responses and allow for systematic statistical analysis (Bryman, 2016).
The questionnaire was designed to capture employee attitudes and experiences related to the RTW process. It consisted predominantly of closed ended questions, using multiple-choice and scaled response options. These focused on key themes such as satisfaction with RTW procedures, perceptions of organisational support, adequacy of workplace adjustments, and effectiveness of communication during the RTW phase. While most items were closed ended, limited open-response options were included to provide additional context. This structured design enhanced reliability by ensuring consistent interpretation across participants, while still allowing space for complex input (Stokes and Wall, 2014).

4.4 Participant Access and Response Rate
The questionnaire was distributed to the entire workforce at Castell Howell Foods, rather than relying on purposive or random sampling. This inclusive strategy minimised the risk of selection bias and ensured equal opportunity for participation across departments and roles (Stokes and Wall, 2014). A total of 102 completed responses were returned, representing a substantial proportion of the organisation’s workforce. This strong response rate enhanced the robustness of the findings and permitted comparative analysis across teams. However, it was recognised that not all employees had direct experience of the RTW process. To mitigate this, data analysis focused specifically on the subset of responses from employees who indicated experience with RTW procedures.
4.5 Ethical Considerations
Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained. Participants were fully informed about the purpose and scope of the study and provided assurances regarding confidentiality and anonymity. They were also advised of their right to withdraw at any stage without consequence. Informed consent was secured from all participants, ensuring alignment with recognised ethical standards and promoting honest, open engagement (McNeill and Chapman, 2005).
4.6 Reliability, Validity, and Limitations
Reliability was supported through Survey Monkey, in which the questionnaire was sent to all employees. Feedback from this phase informed refinements to clarify ambiguous items and ensure consistency. The structured design of the questionnaire further supported reliability by standardising participant responses (Bryman, 2016).
Validity was enhanced by basing the survey items on established theoretical frameworks, including the biopsychosocial model and Organisational Support Theory. These frameworks ensured that the measures were conceptually relevant to the RTW experience (Bryman, 2016). Validity was further strengthened through triangulation, comparing survey responses with secondary data such as HR policies and absence records (Stokes and Wall, 2014).
Despite these measures, several limitations must be acknowledged. The study was confined to a single organisation, which restricts the external validity and generalisability of findings. Self-reported data may also have been influenced by social desirability bias or inaccuracies of recall. Moreover, the exclusive reliance on quantitative methods limited the ability to capture rich, in-depth insights into individual employee experiences. Incorporating qualitative methods such as interviews could have provided a deeper understanding of the organisational culture surrounding RTW (McNeill and Chapman, 2005).
4.7 Data Analysis
The data collected were analysed using descriptive statistics to identify trends and patterns across the workforce. Comparative analysis was conducted to explore variations between departments and job roles. Filtering ensured that only responses from employees with RTW experience were included in the final analysis, thereby enhancing the relevance of the findings (Bryman, 2016). The systematic approach to analysis enabled the identification of key areas for organisational improvement and the formulation of practical recommendations.
5. Findings & Data Analysis
5.1 Participant Demographics and Employment Information
Participants represented a wide range of roles across the organisation, including warehouse operatives, production staff, distribution workers, office-based employees, night shift staff, and managerial positions. This distribution reflects the company’s workforce composition, where operational roles form the majority.
The demographic range supports the representativeness of the findings, particularly given the inclusion of multiple departments and role levels. Having both short tenured and long-serving employees enriches the data, as perspectives on absence and reintegration can differ depending on experience and familiarity with organisational systems. The high proportion of recent returnees strengthens the reliability of findings, since their reflections are fresh and directly relevant to current RTW practices.
Fink (2017) argues that representative sampling across job types is essential for accurate workforce analysis. Similarly, Black (2008) highlights that length of service can influence employee expectations and experiences of RTW, with newer staff often needing more guidance compared to long-tenured colleagues.
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While short-term absences were most common (as shown in Figure 1), nearly half the sample experienced absences lasting longer than one month (UK Government, 2024). These longer periods are critical because they often require greater support for reintegration (Health and Safety Executive, 2024). Employees absent for over three months, in particular, face physical, psychological, and social challenges upon returning, which necessitates structured planning and tailored interventions (UK Government, 2021).
Waddell and Burton (2006) emphasise that prolonged absence significantly increases barriers to returning, both in terms of physical recovery and confidence. Their research demonstrates that employees with long absences are at higher risk of delayed or unsuccessful reintegration without structured support mechanisms.
Figure 2:
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Over half of respondents described their RTW support as good or excellent, indicating positive organisational practices (as shown in Figure 2). However, a sizeable minority reported neutral or poor experiences, suggesting inconsistency across departments. Qualitative comments highlighted phased returns and supportive managers as particularly helpful. Conversely, lack of clarity and communication were frequently cited as barriers to a smooth reintegration. 
Shaw et al. (2008) found that structured RTW programme and proactive communication significantly improve employee satisfaction and wellbeing during reintegration. Their research underscores the importance of clarity and ongoing dialogue, echoing employee feedback from this survey.
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While most employees received adjustments such as ergonomic support, modified duties, or phased hours, preparedness varied (as shown in Figure 3). Employees in physically demanding roles were more likely to feel partially prepared or unprepared, revealing inequities in how support is applied. These differences point to the need for consistent pre-return assessments and tailored adjustment plans.
Over half of participants described their RTW support as good or excellent, indicating positive organisational practices. However, a sizeable minority reported neutral or poor experiences, suggesting inconsistency across departments. Qualitative comments highlighted phased returns and supportive managers as particularly helpful. Conversely, lack of clarity and communication were frequently cited as barriers to a smooth reintegration. 
Nieuwenhuijsen et al. (2013) demonstrate that workplace adjustments are strongly linked with sustained RTW outcomes, particularly for employees with physical limitations, as such adaptations reduce the likelihood of relapse or further absence. Extending this argument, inclusive management styles that recognise neurodiverse needs are increasingly more to effective reintegration, as supportive managers can tailor communication, flexibility, and phased returns to individual requirements (Branicki et al., 2024). By contrast, rigid or inconsistent managerial practices may exacerbate difficulties, highlighting the importance of equipping line managers with both awareness and resources to deliver consistent, equitable support across departments.
Figure 4: Involvement in Planning and Communication
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The majority of employees were included in RTW planning discussions, which is positive (as shown in Figure 4). However, a significant minority were excluded, and many reported they would have benefited from clearer communication and structured planning. Concerns around disclosure also surfaced: while most were comfortable sharing limitations, some withheld information due to fears of judgment or negative career impacts.
Carroll et al. (2010) highlight that employee involvement in RTW planning enhances satisfaction, motivation, and reintegration outcomes. Cullen et al. (2018) further demonstrates how stigma can discourage employees from disclosing health limitations, undermining the effectiveness of RTW arrangements.
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Nearly half of participants were not clearly aware of RTW policies (as shown in Figure 5). This lack of awareness creates inconsistency in practice, with some employees relying on supportive managers while others navigate the process with limited guidance.
5.2 Research Link:  MacEachen et al. (2006) argue that poor communication of RTW policies leads to fragmented practices across organisations. Their findings stress the need for transparent policy dissemination and training to ensure consistent application across departments 
5.3 Reflective Feedback
Employees praised supportive managers, phased returns, flexible hours, colleague support, and regular check-ins. These practices reduced stress and aided gradual reintegration. Positive feedback reinforces the importance of interpersonal support and flexibility in the RTW process. 
Common issues included heavy workloads, unclear policies, fatigue, and difficulty readjusting. Long-term absentees particularly struggled with stamina and workload management. The findings highlight gaps in structured support, particularly for employees returning after long absences. 
5.4 Perceptions of Organisational Commitment to Wellbeing
65% of participants perceived strong organisational commitment to wellbeing, while others highlighted inconsistencies between departments. The majority view is encouraging, but disparities between teams suggest uneven implementation of wellbeing practices, undermining trust and equity. 
6.  Conclusion
Overall, the survey results reveal a workforce with diverse experiences of returning to work. While many employees reported supportive managers, phased returns, and helpful adjustments, challenges such as inconsistent communication, lack of policy awareness, and uneven departmental practices remain. Research consistently shows that structured planning, transparent communication, and equitable implementation of policies are critical for successful reintegration. By addressing these gaps, the organisation can improve employee wellbeing, enhance return-to-work outcomes, and strengthen its reputation as a supportive employer.
7. Infographic
Introduction
Castell Howell Foods growth reflects operational expansion and a sustained focus on workforce wellbeing integral to the organisation’s values. It holds a reputation for combining commercial success with ethical business practices, emphasising employee development, community engagement and environmental sustainability. The focus underpins the organisation’s long-term strategic vision and its ability to adapt to evolving foodservice sectors.
Effective return to work (RTW) processes are a critical component of organisational management, enabling employees recovering from illness, injury or medical treatment to reintegrate. Processes safeguard physical and mental health while supporting business continuity, efficiency and staff morale (Black and Frost, 2011). Recently Castell Howell Foods has reported increasing levels of health-related absence, inconsistencies in structure, delivery and communication have been observed, which may reduce the overall effectiveness of the RTW process.
Literature Review 
The RTW process is shaped by theoretical models such as the biopsychosocial framework and Organisational Support Theory (OST), which emphasise the interaction between individual health, workplace structures and perceived organisational support (Eisenberger, 1986). Although conceptually robust, frameworks are often insufficiently translated into practical workplace strategies. Research by the Health and Evidence Exchange Centre (2025) highlights the effectiveness of coordinated, individualised and collaborative interventions, yet it assumes access to resources such as dedicated RTW coordinators, which are seldom available in medium-sized, labour-intensive firms like Castell Howell. Similarly, Hanson et al. (2024) illustrate how workforce shortages, pressures and cultures can undermine theory, emphasising the need for tailored context-specific solutions.
Mental health studies highlight the importance of managerial competence, support and organisational backing for successful reintegration (Olsson et al., 2025; Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002). Communication and proactive engagement by line managers are pivotal, yet production-oriented firms face challenges as operational demands may conflict with employee welfare considerations, a tension often underestimated in the literature. Sustainability warrants attention, as conventional RTW measures, such as return dates, often overlook long-term functional outcomes, including ongoing wellbeing, retention and productivity (Beekman, 2023). While Castell Howell’s policies align with HSE and ACAS guidance, secondary data suggest that implementation can vary due to managerial capacity and operational pressures. Literature reinforces the principles of coordination, individualisation, support and sustainability, highlighting the gap between theory and practice. 
Methodology
This research adopts a pragmatic philosophy, prioritising practical outcomes and application of knowledge to real context (Bryman, 2016). Pragmatism allows flexibility around questions and context. Any quantitative strategy measures key variables, identifies trends and generates insights on RTW. (McNeill and Chapman, 2005; Stokes and Wall, 2014).
Primary data were collected via a questionnaire distributed to the workforce, capturing employees’ experiences of RTW. Survey items examined satisfaction with procedures, perceptions of support, adjustment adequacy and communication. Closed-ended questions ensured consistency in responses, while limited open responses provided additional context, enhancing reliability (Bryman, 2016). A total of 102 responses were received, representing a substantial proportion of the workforce. Data were analysed using descriptive and comparative statistics, filtered to include only employees with RTW experience. Ethical approval was secured.
Limitations include the single-organisation focus, reliance on self-reported data and the absence of extensive qualitative insights, which restrict analytical depth and external generalisability. Validity was strengthened through alignment with theoretical frameworks, triangulation with secondary HR data and consistency checks across survey responses.
Key Findings
Respondents reflected diverse roles (Fink, 2017; Black, 2008). Nearly half reported absences greater than one month, highlighting the need for tailored reintegration support (UK Government, 2024; Waddell and Burton, 2006).
Over half of employees rated RTW support as good or excellent, citing phased returns and supportive line managers as key enablers. Nonetheless, inconsistencies were evident, with some respondents reporting unclear communication and ambiguous processes (Shaw et al., 2008). Workplace adjustments were provided to 60% of employees, although preparedness varied, particularly in physically demanding roles, highlighting inequities in support delivery (Branicki et al., 2024). Employee involvement in RTW planning was reported by 60%, stigma led some to withhold disclosure of limitations (Carroll et al., 2010; Cullen et al., 2018). Nearly half of respondents were unclear on RTW policies, emphasising the need for improvement (MacEachen et al., 2006).
Conclusion
Effective RTW at Castell Howell Foods relies on structured policies, competent managerial support and active employee involvement. While many employees experienced phased returns, workplace adjustments and supportive managers, inconsistencies in communication, policy awareness and preparedness were evident. Transparent communication, tailored interventions and equitable implementation are essential. Consistent, people-focused practices can enhance wellbeing, reduce barriers to RTW, improve retention and strengthen organisational trust. Overall, this study demonstrates the importance of combining theory with context to improve reintegration outcomes in medium-sized, labour-intensive workplaces.
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