ITEM 6b

Customer and Support Services Scrutiny – 26 November 2007.

Children’s Services – incorporating school based staff.

Stress Overview

Background (from previous Scrutiny Committee Presentation – 29 May 2007)

Stress has been identified as the single largest cause of occupational ill health in the public sector and as a result, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) has been undertaking stress audits nationwide.

In June 2006, the Children's Services Directorate was audited by a local HSE Inspector.

In order to prepare for this audit, a stress survey was undertaken within the Directorate.  This was carried out by selecting 1000 employees at random (including school staff) and the individuals selected were asked to complete a stress questionnaire.  The questionnaire used was the HSE's 'Indicator Tool' which can be downloaded from the HSE's web-site.

Once the questionnaires were completed and returned (approx. 33% return), the data was analysed using the HSE's 'Analysis Tool'.  Again, this tool can be downloaded from the HSE's web-site.  The Analysis Tool analyses the data and benchmarks the findings against those of other organisations.  

Once this survey was completed, a series of meetings were arranged between H&S personnel and team leaders/AD's within the Directorate to discuss the way forward.  Stress risk assessments had to be produced but collecting and analysing the data was likely to cause some concern because of the amount of work involved.

After much discussion, it was decided that the most effective way to gather data would be for all staff to complete a SCC Well Person Questionnaire and for the data to be analysed locally by the relevant Headteacher/team leader with the help of a H&S Officer.  Three pilot studies were undertaken, two in PRU's and one in a special needs high school, to assess how practical this approach was.  NB/ the three sites that were selected were chosen because these were the sites that the HSE Inspector wanted to visit during the proposed audit.

The process was found to be relatively straight forward and some of the findings were actually quite positive.  It was also a very straight forward process to produce a stress risk assessment from the data collected.

However, during subsequent consultation with the Headteachers, some individuals expressed concern about the amount of commitment needed when large numbers of staff were involved and they asked if alternative methods of data collection/analysis could be considered in order to reduce this burden.

Three options were considered at this stage:-

1
Use of HSE's Indicator Tool instead of SCC's Well Person Questionnaire as it 

was shorter in length and allowed for automatic analysis;

2
Continued use of SCC's Well Person Questionnaire because it facilitated the 

collection of valuable and comprehensive data; and

3
Enlisting the help of an external consultant.

Around this time the HSE Inspector visited the Directorate to carry out the stress audit.  The outcome of the audit was very positive but it did highlight areas that needed to be improved i.e:-

The policy needed to be reviewed;

Training needs were identified;

Communication needed to be improved at a local level; and

Risk assessments needed to be undertaken.

Following this, the three options (above) were objectively considered and a decision was made by Leadership to enlist the help of an external consultant.

It was agreed that the consultant would assist the process in two phases as follows:-

Phase 1

Modify existing Well Person Questionnaire

Undertake three pilot studies

Analyse returns from two premises

Organise and steer four focus groups

Report findings to Directorate

Prepare Action plan for each premise 

Amend questionnaire (if necessary)

Phase 2

Deliver training to all Headteachers and senior managers / team leaders

Following training, all HT’s / team leaders will be equipped to go back into the workplace to undertake localised surveys ultimately leading to the completion of a stress risk assessment.

The Directorate has committed to having risk assessments in place by December 2007.

Training has been arranged for the end of September / beginning of October and all Headteachers, Directorate team leaders and Assistant Directors have been invited to the training.  

Update since 29 May 2007

Both Phase 1 and Phase 2 of the process (as detailed above) have now been completed.

The three pilot schools selected were a small primary school in a deprived area with specific pressures, a large special needs primary school and a secondary school.  Data was collected from each of these schools, analysed and then focus group work was undertaken in two of the three schools to gain further information.  The third school were unable to take part in focus group work due to an Ofsted inspection taking place at the same time.  A summary report has been received and is available for any member of the Scrutiny Committee to view if he/she feels that this would be of benefit.  Please let me know if you require a copy of the report because I will have to anonymise and take a copy of it before I send it to you.  

The training that was planned for the end of September/beginning of October has been completed and feedback has been positive.

Headteachers and managers are now beginning to undertake local surveys using the attached questionnaire and my team and I will be assisting with the analysis of this data.  The deadline for completion is the end of December, but I suspect it will take longer than this.  By April 2008, I should be able to provide some interesting feedback following the exercise, but it may be some time before we see the results of any control measures that have been implemented i.e. control measures that result in a reduction in work-related absence.

Jackie Winn

Health and Safety Manager (Children's Services)

Children's Services
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