
Cumbria County Council submission 

Improving workplace productivity through better work life balance 

The People Management Service at Cumbria County Council is proud of the positive 

influence we are having on our organisation and its workforce. Since 2016, our aim 

has been to make the best use of our resources by improving staff attendance, and 

increasing productivity. At the heart of this vision are our employees, with a 

relentless focus to support work-life balance and improve health and wellbeing.  

A detailed action plan proactively focussing on attendance commenced September 

2016 and the following year, attendance levels have increased by 10,000 working 

days with an estimated equivalent of at least £1m in working time. 

Our starting point       

We had historically taken a traditional HR approach to absence by managing 

casework. However, at the end of 2015/16, absence levels reached a high of 13.21 

working days lost per full time employee and we knew that to improve, we needed to 

think and act differently.  

Through strong and co-ordinated elected member and officer leadership, 2016 

embraced major change. Our aim was to improve our absence statistics through 

cultural change with a proactive focus on prevention, training and health and 

wellbeing alongside absence intervention and resolution.  

Understanding the organisation 

We started to gather intelligence about our workforce’s health beyond the standard 

“working days lost” information.  

This “deep dive” into absence statistics returned key findings about workforce 

behaviour and highlighted hotspots in terms of employees, service areas, 

management styles, absence reasons and days off trends.  

Data captured over 3 years highlighted some interesting patterns, for example 

Mondays and days following national holidays (e.g. Mother’s Day) were consistently 

common days for sickness absence. In March 2017 we began to raise awareness of 

these throughout the organisation.  



 

 
We also started to change how we 
communicated absence in corporate 
messages and switched focus to 
celebrate attendance, recognising that 
90% of employees achieve perfect 
attendance each month.  
 
 
This heat map, particularly the 
2017/18 column, illustrates the impact 
our efforts have had on previous 
trends.  
 

 



 

A programme of Change  

Cumbria is the third largest 
county in England and we 
employ just over 6000 
employees. Reaching our 
service areas and managers 
can be challenging, however, 
we introduced mandatory 
absence training sessions, 
focusing on wellbeing and 
absence management. To date 
we have delivered 46 training 
sessions to 610 line managers 
(80% of all managers) and aim 
to train all managers by Q1 in 
2018.   
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The above graph shows the absence rates over a 6 month period with a significant 

downturn in absence following the first sessions in March 2017.  

Changing the Culture; A healthy workforce 

Working with colleagues in the Public Health and Health & Safety teams we 

committed to work towards the TUC Better Health at Work Award.   

Taking part in health improvement activities leads to healthy, productive employees 

with considerable benefits for employers and employees’ alike.  They can boost 

morale and team working and improve performance, while also reducing sickness 

absence and associated costs. 

In June 2016 we carried out a workforce Health Needs Assessment, inviting 

employees to identify the workplace health issues important to them. The survey 

generated a good response from 23% of employees and asked for feedback in 

relation to their mental health, alcohol consumption, physical activity, diet and 

smoking habits.  Employees were asked to indicate the areas they would like the 

Council to focus on.  

 

Interestingly, the responses gathered from the Health Assessment correlated with 

the results from our absence “Deep Dive” data indicating that the issues that were 

important to staff were also the issues that were important to the organisation. The 

results formed a detailed action plan that focused on:  

o Work / life balance  

o Mental Health & wellbeing  



o Healthy lifestyle  

 

Over 40 staff were selected and trained as health advocates within the council and 

are a fantastic example of the cultural change achieved as they support both local 

and county-wide initiatives.   

 

National events such as Movember, Corporate Workplace Challenges or a 5 minute 

deskercise session in the workplace are supported.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Working with partners, Trade Union colleagues and other Council service teams, a 

number of employee wellbeing roadshows were held in key locations across the 

county.  

 

Events were tailored to drive improved outcomes. The  
action plan focused on the different communities in 
which events were held, with details of local walks and 
gyms offering discounts to staff.  Occupational health 
nurses provided mini health checks measuring weight, 
height, blood pressure, heart rate and body fat 
percentages and offered lifestyle advice. Health 
advocates also hosted stalls promoting alcohol 
awareness, sugar awareness and advice on smoking.  
 

 



 

Our roadshows were very well attended 
and delivered some immediate success 
stories as our nurses picked up a number 
of cases of high blood pressure, with 
employees referred to their GP for 
treatment. We also have testimonials from 
employees who have radically changed 
their lifestyles following the roadshows. 
 

Corporate Campaigns  
 
A flavour of some of the corporate campaigns to support wellbeing in the workplace 
and improve attendance levels are : 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Flu Immunisations 
 
A campaign to encourage council staff to receive  
free flu vaccines resulted in almost a quarter of the 
workforce getting a flu jab. By changing the 
approach and taking the vaccines ‘to the staff’ more 
than 1,200 chose to be immunised in Autumn 2017 
compared to under 200 in 2016. This significant 
increase demonstrates that our health awareness 
campaigns are working and are predicted to reduce 
the number of absent staff over the winter period. 

 
 

 
Mental Health  

10 October 2017 was World Mental 
Health Day and senior elected 
members and the Director of Public 
Health signed the Employers Pledge 
for Time to Change, a national 
campaign aimed to improve wellbeing 
by reducing stigma and discrimination 
associated with mental ill –health. 

Council mental health absences 

(Stress, Anxiety and Depression) 

accounted for 9.23% of the 2016/17. 

overall absence.  It is estimated that 

95% of employees reporting sick with 

stress give a different reason. 

 

 

 

 

 

Tackling stigma can make a real difference to sickness absence rates, 

presenteeism levels, staff wellbeing and productivity, and staff retention. 

Cumbria is now the first Time to Change Hub in the North West with funding and 
training support from national Time to Change.  Signing the Employers Pledge 
demonstrates a real commitment to delivering mental health anti-stigma actions, 
with workplace Time to Change Champions now being recruited.  

 

 

 



In addition to these campaigns we have concentrated on making significant 
improvements in the following areas: 

• Introducing the facility for employees to self-refer for counselling and ensuring 
these vital support services are more accessible throughout the county. 

• Developing supportive procedures for those with disabilities or with drug or 
alcohol issues 

• Improving employee engagement and hosting “lets talk” events to ask staff 
views, listen and act on issues at the heart of workplace.  

• Achieving an accreditation for supporting working carers to achieve a work life 
balance, improve their wellbeing and reduce financial hardship. 

Outcomes are improving, attendance levels have increased with an additional 

10,000 working days capacity generated, equivalent to 43 full time employees.  

Although proud of our improvement and the positive workforce contribution, we 

cannot and will not become complacent. Instead our focus will continue by further 

engaging staff, working with others to share, learn and further improve.  


