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To: All Heads and Principals of maintained schools  
and nurseries 
 
 

LMS Document 
No.  2015/17 

 
 
Dear Colleague 
  
Re: Occupational Health and Wellbeing support to schools 
 
In April 2015 the county council entered into a new contract with Health Management Ltd 
(HML) for occupational health (OH) services.  Although HML was the council’s existing OH 
provider, there are a few differences in the new contract: 

 HML will apply a medical triage model to all referrals, which will determine whether 
the appointment should be face-to-face or by telephone, and whether it should be 
led by an OH Physician or OH Advisor (nurse). 

 HML will now contact the employee with details of their appointment (although the 
referring manager should also ensure that the employee is aware of the details, in 
order to minimise the risk of non-attendance.  It is worth noting that there were more 
than 200 missed appointments during 2014/15, which equated to 30 days of lost 
clinic time) 
 

Whilst there are some changes to the new contract, there are things that have not 
changed: 

 The importance of early referral for all stress-related and musculoskeletal 
referrals: HML has consistently asked for referrals to be made on the first day of 
absence for such cases.  Data from Q4 (January to March 2015) showed that 19% 
of all referrals from schools weren’t made until the employee had been absent for 
more than one month and a further 11% weren’t referred until the employee had 
been absent for more than three months.  Only 39% of referrals from schools were 
made within the first month of absence 

 It’s okay to refer when the employee is still at work: you don’t have to wait until 
the employee is off work to make a referral.  Early referral and support can often 
help an employee to stay at work.  Schools are making good progress with this with 
31% of Q4 referrals made whilst the employee was at work. 

 Guidance is available on making a good referral and case conferences for 
complex cases: HML colleagues are always happy to discuss how best to make a 
referral and to hold telephone case conferences for complex cases.  Under the new 
contract, Dr Varadarajan, HML’s Chief Medical Officer for Suffolk, will become more 
actively involved with complex cases, and can discuss strategies and advice with 
the referring manager and the school’s named HR caseworker. 

 Make sure that your employee knows a referral is being made: to get the best 
from the referral it’s important that the employee knows that a referral is being made 
and the reasons for it.   
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 Put as much information as possible into the referral and ask specific 
questions, where relevant, as part of the referral process: there is guidance on 
making a good referral with the supporting documents that accompany the model 
Sickness Absence Management Policy on Ask Schools’ Choice 

 HML wants your feedback: a link to a brief survey is included when HML notifies 
the referring manager than an advice letter is available on the HML portal.  
Employees are also encouraged to give feedback as part of the appointment 
process.  

 
What is the most common reason for referrals from schools? 
Work-related stress is the single biggest diagnosis for schools’ referrals.  Of 106 ‘stress’ 
cases, 70% were assessed as ‘work-related’ by HML.  HML has started to track whether 
stress-related referrals include completion of a Stress Risk Assessment.  At present, only 
10% of referrals confirm an assessment has been done. 
 
Early use of the stress risk assessment toolkit, the link to which can found within the 
supporting documentation that accompanies the model Sickness Absence Management 
Policy (search for ‘toolkit’), can help both the employee and the referring manager to 
identify potential stressors and develop an action plan.  Further guidance is also available 
from your school’s named HR Caseworker. 
 
As part of the webinar about the new OH contract, Dr Varadarajan also talked about 
identifying signs of stress and how to support employees. 
 
What other support is available? 
HML’s Health Matters website contains lots of guidance about mental well-being and 
advice on managing stress.  From 1 June, new guidance on ‘techniques to manage mental 
well-being’ is available on the website, an advance copy is included at Appendix One.   
 
Other guides available on the website under Mental Wellbeing are: 
 

 Good Work Life Balance 

 Effective Resilience Management 

 Exercise to Improve your Moods 

 Five Steps to Mental Wellbeing 

 Sleeping Well to Enhance your Wellbeing 

 Good Mental Health 

 Counselling 

 Seasonal Affective Disorder 
 

https://ask.schoolschoice.org/schools/help/human-resources/2014-sickness-absence-policy
https://ask.schoolschoice.org/schools/help/human-resources/Managing-Absence
https://ask.schoolschoice.org/schools/help/human-resources/Managing-Absence
http://www.healthmanltd.com/healthmatters/suffolkcc
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In addition to the support from HML, Schools’ Choice HR is running a number of sessions 
on managing positive mental health in the workplace during June.  The sessions have 
been jointly developed with ACAS and will: 

 Enable participants to appreciate the legal context and understand the link between 
work and good mental health 

 Explain the importance of good mental wellbeing  

 Outline some of the commonly held perceptions that exist about mental health 

 Identify some of the common signs of poor mental health in the workplace 

 Discuss and explore strategies for early intervention and support for employees 
experiencing mental ill-health. 

 
The sessions are free; details and booking arrangements are on Ask Schools’ Choice 
here. 
 
What about well-being support? 
As you will also be aware, the contract with Worklife Support (WLS) to provide wellbeing 
and an employee assistance programme (EAP) to schools has also be renewed. 
 
At a recent quarterly review meeting, WLS’s feedback was that employees’ use of the EAP 
support was predominantly for face-to-face and telephone counselling, which accounted 
for almost 62% of the usage; the national utilisation figure is 51%.   
 
WLS’ perception is that employees are using the EAP as a ‘last resort’, rather than as a 
source of information and advice to help them deal with concerns at an early stage.  The 
EAP offers much more than just counselling, including information relating to personal 
issues, financial support, legal support and information for managers.  
 
WLS offers a range of printed materials for subscribing schools, extra copies of which can 
be requested at any time.  These materials include a poster, leaflet, business card and set 
of stickers.  They also send out draft presentations and handouts to help schools promote 
the service internally.  There are regular emails to the contact email address for each 
school promoting the service through reference to topical issues.  EAP champions can 
access the dedicated support website at www.worklifesupport.com/teams and further 
information about WLS is available from Maggie Hurd, WLS Regional Consultation at 
maggie.hurd@worklifesupport.com  
 
If you would like to discuss anything further, please speak to your named HR Caseworker 
in the first instance. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Libby Wragg 
Schools’ HR Casework Service Manager 

https://ask.schoolschoice.org/schools/human-resources/absence/MHI-Training
http://www.worklifesupport.com/teams
mailto:maggie.hurd@worklifesupport.com
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Appendix One 
 

HM A guide to techniques to manage your Mental Wellbeing 
 
HM guide to managing your mental wellbeing in the workplace aims to teach you to help yourself to cope 
with the rigours of a modern working life. 
 
It is fundamental to our mental health to be happily and healthily employed. If we can meet basic needs of 
financial safety, food and shelter it allows us to progress and achieve other important life goals as essential 
to our fulfilment and experience of life.(1) 
 
An important first step to improving our mental health at work is to understand the difference between stress 
and positive challenge. 
 
Positive challenge at work can be described as exciting, reward boosts your creative potential and leads to 
good performance but if there is too much demand on an individual for too long a period this leads to what is 
commonly known as stress. Interestingly, too low a challenge in work life can lead to a perception of 
dissatisfaction too, a different type of stress. 
 
Stress can manifest to us as a physical worsening in wellbeing- we can experience increased headaches, 
muscle tension, bowel upset and mentally we can become low in mood, lose self confidence, become easily 
irritable and start sleeping poorly. The latter state is described as an ‘acute stress reaction’ which can in time 
lead to anxiety and depression depending on our individual ability to cope. 
 
At work poor mental health can present as follows: 
 

 Procrastination 

 Refusal to commit 

 Failing to meet deadlines 

 Poor concentration 

 Lack of initiative 

 Client complaints 

 Inability to finish one task before rushing to another 

 Inability to make a decision 

 Inability to cope with minor illnesses 

 Poor attendance 

 Difficult and emotional behaviour at work 

 
So how do you avoid the above difficulties? How do you flourish and maintain your personal best as much as 
possible? 
 
You can help your own ability to cope through some golden rules based on well documented evidence of 
stress management. They also provide an excellent tool to self monitoring. Addressing each area in turn 
satisfactorily will offer you the best chance for maintaining yourself in the optimal ‘zone’ of mental health 
where work demands are balanced by your coping abilities. 
 
There are four key areas to an individual managing stress well specifically in relation to work. 
 
Can you look at the various areas and assess where your coping abilities could be strengthened?  
 
Personal perspective 
 
A strong awareness of the exact importance work plays in your life in proportion to other areas of fulfilment is 
key to this area. This is best in those with an ability to be emotionally resilient. Being thoughtful, positive, 
energetic, adaptable, flexible and caring about others at work as well as communicating well and accepting 
mistakes are key to gaining a sense of perspective when things do get difficult. 
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Developing such an approach to work is probably the hardest rule to master without help but meditation and 
mindfulness, dealing with personal issues with the help of counselling and being more self aware at work are 
often ways that we can help ourselves. There is no doubt that any employee can recognise times in their 
working life when they have struggled. Thinking of those times and defining where things went wrong or right 
for you is an important first step to understanding what personal strengths you have that bolster your 
resilience and where you could try to improve.  
 
Work –life balance 
 
Even if work is now playing an increasingly large part in modern lives especially in the United Kingdom, are 
you able to balance this with a life outside of work? Do you make time to partition work and life? It is 
important to know your limits and not let stress get in the way. Some pointers to being more balanced 
are: 
 

 A morning routine that involves a healthy breakfast and space to start the day without an adrenalin 

rush to get to work –adrenalin causes heart rate increase and a sense of anxiety. 

 It is vital to partition work and home life. So using weekends as times to switch off and do other 

things that fulfil you. Ensuring that you take all your holidays for essential downtime. Switching off 

your blackberry or only letting yourself check it in certain hours? 

 Having ‘me‘ time is key to wellbeing and this is where mindfulness and meditation practices to gain 

mastery over a reactive thinking pattern which result in a sense of  reduced personal choice over 

one’s life. A benefit could be learning to distance yourself from anxious thoughts around work that 

are constantly filtering into your personal life. 

 
Lifestyle factors  
 
These are important simply because stamina and physical wellbeing have a natural positive enforcement 
effect on our mental wellbeing. 
 
Here are some useful tips: 
 

 Concentrating on a healthy diet that maintains energy levels so well balanced and low in sugar with 

adequate essential vitamin intake. High sugar levels in food cause energy slumps and should be 

replaced with a protein rich diet and fresh produce that contains selenium, zinc and vitamin B which 

are linked to immune system and mental health.(2) 

 Restricting caffeine and alcohol intake is essential. Both these drinks are strong anxiogenic and 

depressants and can tip mental well being into a difficult to manage zone. It is well documented that 

most people simply do not drink enough water to maintain hydration and energy levels. 

 Exercise is key to managing optimal mental health as a great way of boosting endorphins and 

moderating anxiety levels as well as maintaining self esteem and a sense of stamina to cope with 

excessive challenges.  

 Ensuring sleep quality and length. Each person is different in this respect. Sleep preservation is an 

excellent means of resourcing our wellbeing. In fact having poor sleep patterns quickly leads to 

reduced coping abilities, irritability and low energy levels. HML have produced some great individual 

guides on each of these areas of lifestyle for your reference. 

 
Your support network 
 
Having available support factors at work and home are vital in our ability to thrive. Healthy personal 
relationships form a crucial part of our self development and sense of self esteem- in fact they are essential 
for human self-fulfilment. Taking time to relax and re energise with loved ones should not be neglected. 
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Employers play an important part in this area of support and bringing to their attention areas where you feel 
vulnerable, for example in areas of excessive work demands taking over one’s personal life- is always 
recommended. Employers can perform Stress Risk Assessments to look at areas of your role where you 
could be helped. 
 
Even requesting simple changes like workplace wellbeing with available access to healthy food and fruit, 
drinking water, time for breaks, flexible hours to juggle personal demands, a pleasant and equitable 
environment with good ergonomic support and well-lit offices as well as an availability of Employee 
Assistance Programmes can make a difference to your happiness levels at work. 
 
In summary our ability to thrive and be happy as individuals takes careful conscious attention to all the areas 
above. It is hoped that using the advice in this guide will allow some personal control of stress and improve 
your mental wellbeing at work. 
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