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Health and work – developing our plans for Birmingham and Solihull

Improving Health, Increasing Employment is a new initiative in Birmingham and Solihull that aims to tackle the barriers that stop people with health problems being in a job – and to secure the improvements to health that employment can bring.
The initiative involves a wide range of agencies in Birmingham and Solihull, which have come together to form a Project Board to prepare a programme of activities. 

IHIE Briefing 1, published in March 2008, described the basic approach being taken by the Project Board. This second Briefing provides an update on the Board's programme of work, and explains in more detail the various activities being planned. See contacts at the end of this Briefing if you want a copy of IHIE Briefing 1.
Improving Health, Increasing Employment – our approach
The five main elements or the Project Board's approach are as follows.
1. Retention – how to prevent ill-health leading to people leaving work in the first place. This is currently a main focus for Government initiatives.

2. Recovery – how those who have left work because of ill-health and begun to claim incapacity benefit can be helped to return to work. 
3. Rehabilitation – what can be done to help those who have been out of work because of ill-health for some time to begin to move back towards the labour market. This is support not only to manage health problems but also to overcome other barriers, such as out of date skills or lack of recent contact with the labour market.

4. Return – how to encourage employers to recruit those who have been out of work because of ill-health, as employers can be wary of people with "sickness records".

5. Role of primary care staff – in particular GPs – in supporting these processes. Doctors and other health services staff can potentially contribute to all the other processes, and so have a central role in efforts to improve health and work.

Partners in the Improving Health, Increasing Employment initiative

Birmingham City Council

Birmingham Chamber of Commerce

Birmingham East and North PCT

Birmingham and Solihull Mental Health Trust

Birmingham Voluntary Service Council

Heart of Birmingham PCT

Jobcentre Plus

Learning and Skills Council

Solihull Care Trust

Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council

South Birmingham PCT
University Hospital Birmingham FT
Improving Health, Increasing Employment – the work programme
The Project Board agreed the following strands of work at its meeting on 1st May 2008.

1. Retention

The aim is to help people who are off work to retain their employment. There are two main workstreams.

Promoting healthy workplaces

A number of organisations are already engaging with employers to promote a variety of good practice in developing healthy workplaces. The Board agreed it would make little sense to launch another initiative that is separate from, and possibly competing with, existing programmes.

An exploratory meeting will be held with relevant agencies to review how existing schemes and agencies could work better together to increase the number of employers seeking to adopt good practice. The aim is to hold this meeting before the end of July; further developments, based on the outcomes of the meeting, will take place in the autumn.

Fit for Work service pilot
Many people at risk of leaving the labour force because of ill health do not have access to occupational health services, so the Board had agreed at its March meeting to look at options for improved access, not only through employers but through primary care. 

Dame Carol Black's report, Working for a healthier tomorrow, also argues for earlier intervention when people are off work because of ill-health or injury. Its key recommendation is the piloting of a new Fit for Work service.

The Project Board agreed that its work on occupational health services should 
now be carried forward as a project to review and evaluate options for a Fit for Work service locally. A task and finish group is being set up to undertake this work, and will hold an initial meeting in June.

2. Recovery
This area of activity is covered by Pathways to Work, which is delivered in Birmingham and Solihull by Work Directions. The Project Board has agreed to establish arrangements for liaison between Pathways to Work and the Improving Health, Increasing Employment initiative.
3. Rehabilitation
The aim is to develop referral pathways and support programmes to help people who are out of work to move back towards employment. This will be supported through the following activities.

Research programme
A programme of research into good practice in other parts of the country has been commissioned from the Institute of Employment Studies (IES) at the University of Sussex. An interim report is due at the end of May and the final report at the end of July. 

Mapping existing needs and services
Work has begun on collecting information about local needs and existing services. In Birmingham, this information will be linked to the proposed neighbourhood and constituency employment and skills plans. Meetings are being held to brief organisations with relevant services and to collect information about their activities (for more details see the end of this Briefing).
Commissioning additional support
A commissioning model is being developed which will allow the IES research findings and the information from local mapping and needs analysis to be used to identify gaps in services.

The aim is to prepare outline proposals for commissioning new or additional services for consideration by the Project Board in the autumn.

Support for people with mental health problems
Mental health problems are a major reason for people being out of work. Initial discussions with mental health professionals have indicated a number of potential areas of work. These will be scoped for presentation to the next meeting of the Project Board in July.
Opportunities for volunteering
The Project Board has identified the expansion of opportunities for volunteering as a priority for development. Birmingham Voluntary Service Council is leading work on how arrangements might be put in place to achieve this. An initial report is to be presented to the Project Board at its meeting in July.

4. Return
The aim is to encourage employers to take a positive attitude to recruiting people who have been out of work because of ill-health. Two initiatives are under discussion.

Promoting good recruitment practice
The Board is continuing to look at ways to encourage good practice in recruiting people with health problems. One strand of work will be through the promotion of healthy workplaces (see Retention above). Another will be through reviewing how individual employers might be supported to take specific initiatives. 

More detailed proposals will be prepared in the autumn.

Expertise of employer engagement staff

Jobcentre Plus is piloting training for employer engagement staff on ways to encourage employers to take on people who have been out of work because of ill-health. Following evaluation of the training, options for development and extension of the training will be discussed with Jobcentre Plus.

5. Role of primary care
GPs and primary care have been identified as central to the Improving Health, Increasing Employment initiative. Arrangements have already been made to consult through the PCTs' Professional Executive Committees during May and June, and further work will only start after these consultations have been completed.
Communication with primary care
Arrangements will be made to communicate with GPs and other primary care staff about the Improving Health, Increasing Employment initiative, as well as other initiatives – for example, from central Government. The aim will be to communicate through channels that are already well used by GPs and primary care staff. This will require discussions with PCTs about their current arrangements in order to agree how these can be used to support the initiative. The aim is to start more detailed work in the autumn

Creating a network of professionals
There are already GPs and other primary care staff with an interest in this topic. The aim is to identify these professionals and establish local networks. Arrangements will need to take account of any proposals for establishing national, regional or local networks recommended by Working for a healthier tomorrow. 

Primary care education and training
Training courses for GPs have already been piloted nationally. Evaluation of these courses, run by the Royal College of General Practitioners, suggests they were largely successful in raising awareness of issues and giving GPs greater confidence in dealing with them.

Organising an education programme for Birmingham and Solihull will be a large undertaking, and a programme would be expected to run over several years. Given the amount of detailed planning needed, the Project Board agreed that a steering group should be established to oversee preparations and management of the programme. An initial priority would be establishing a programme for GPs, as there is already training material to build on.

Case finding and management
A meeting has already been held with DWP and the Dr Foster health information consultancy on the possibility of using health and benefits data to identify patients who might benefit from support to move back towards employment. Discussions are continuing.

Improving access through the NHS
There are many NHS staff who could identify and signpost to appropriate services people who are out of work because of ill-health. Local PCTs are already considering options here, and an early initiative may be work with health trainers. 

Workforce development
The Project Board agreed that there will be a need to develop professional expertise and capacity as part of the Improving Health, Increasing Employment initiative. There are questions about the numbers of trained and qualified professionals, as well as the local availability of opportunities for professional training and development. The University of Birmingham is one of the few higher education institutions offering education and training in this area through its Institute of Occupational and Environmental Medicine. 

The Board agreed that a steering group should be established to review the workforce capacity and training issues that might face the initiative.

Next steps
The next meeting of the Project Board will be on Tuesday 1st July.

Contacts
For further information, contact Roger Matthews, Interim Project Manager 

rogermatthews@108shipston.freeserve.co.uk
or on 07792 855394
Events
Third sector organisations briefing 

2.00 – 4.00 Monday 2nd June

at BVSC, Digbeth
Advisory Group meeting

2.30 – 4.30 Tuesday 10th June
at LSC, Bartholomew Row
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