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Audit Wales is the non-statutory collective name for the Auditor General for 
Wales and the Wales Audit Office, which are separate legal entities with 
their own legal functions. Audit Wales is not a legal entity. Consequently, 
in this Report, we make specific reference to the Auditor General or Wales 
Audit Office in sections where legal precision is needed.

If you require this publication in an alternative format and/or language, or 
have any questions about its content, please contact us using the details 
below. We welcome correspondence in Welsh and English and we will 
respond in the language you have used. Corresponding in Welsh will not 
lead to a delay.

Audit Wales 
24 Cathedral Road 
Cardiff 
CF11 9LJ

Telephone 02920 320 500 
Email info@audit.wales 
Website www.audit.wales 
Twitter @WalesAudit

Mae’r ddogfen hon hefyd ar gael yn Gymraeg

This report has been prepared for presentation to the Senedd 
under section 145A of the Government of Wales Act 1998 and 
section 61(3) (b) of the Public Audit Wales Act 2004.
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Background 
 
1	 This report describes how NHS bodies have supported the wellbeing of 

their staff during the COVID-19 pandemic, with a particular focus on their 
arrangements for safeguarding staff at higher risk from COVID-19.  

2	 It is the second of two publications which draw on the findings of our local 
structured assessment work with the aim of highlighting key themes, 
identifying future opportunities, and sharing learning. The first report 
Doing it differently, doing it right? - describes how NHS bodies revised 
their arrangements to enable them to govern in a lean, agile, and rigorous 
manner during the pandemic.  

Key messages 

3	 NHS staff at all levels have shown tremendous resilience, adaptability, and 
dedication throughout the pandemic. However, they have also experienced 
significant physical and mental pressures due to the unprecedented 
challenges caused by the crisis.  

4	 The NHS in Wales was already facing a number of challenges relating to 
staff wellbeing prior to the pandemic. However, the unprecedent scale and 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic brought the importance of supporting 
staff wellbeing into even sharper focus.

5	 As a result, all NHS bodies in Wales placed a strong focus on staff 
wellbeing throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. At the outset of the crisis, 
each NHS body moved quickly to enhance their existing employee 
assistance arrangements and to put additional measures in place to 
support the physical health and mental wellbeing of their staff, as much 
as possible, during the pandemic. Key actions taken by NHS bodies to 
protect staff and support their wellbeing included:
•	 enhancing infection prevention and control measures;
•	 reconfiguring healthcare settings;
•	 facilitating access to COVID-19 tests and, more recently, COVID-19 

vaccinations;
•	 creating dedicated rest spaces;
•	 increasing mental health and psychological wellbeing provision;
•	 strengthening staff communication and engagement; and
•	 enabling remote working.

https://audit.wales/sites/default/files/Doing-it-right-Eng.pdf
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6	 All NHS bodies put arrangements in place to roll out the All-Wales 
COVID-19 Workforce Risk Assessment Tool (the Risk Assessment Tool) 
as part of their wider efforts to safeguard members of staff at higher risk 
from COVID-19. Each NHS body promoted the Risk Assessment Tool in a 
number of ways. However, Risk Assessment Tool completion rates via the 
Electronic Staff Record (ESR) have varied considerably between individual 
NHS bodies. All NHS bodies utilised measures from their wider suite of 
wellbeing arrangements to meet the individual needs of staff at higher risk 
from COVID-19 as identified by the Risk Assessment Tool.

7	 The boards and committees of most NHS bodies maintained good 
oversight and ensured effective scrutiny of all relevant staff wellbeing risks 
and issues during the pandemic. However, arrangements for reporting 
Risk Assessment Tool completion rates and providing assurance on the 
quality of completed risk assessments could have been strengthened in 
most NHS bodies.

8	 Whilst the crisis has undoubtedly had a considerable impact on the 
wellbeing of staff in the short-term, the longer-term impacts cannot and 
should not be ignored or underestimated. Surveys and work undertaken by 
a range of professional bodies highlight the increased stress, exhaustion 
and burnout experienced by staff, and point to the growing risk to staff 
of developing longer term physical and psychological problems without 
ongoing support.

9	 A continued focus on providing accessible wellbeing support and 
maintaining staff engagement, therefore, is going to be needed in the 
short-term to ensure NHS bodies address the ongoing impact of the 
pandemic on the physical health and mental wellbeing on their staff.  

10	 However, the COVID-19 pandemic has also created an opportunity to 
rethink and transform staff wellbeing for the medium to longer term. Whilst 
supporting the wellbeing of the NHS workforce is more necessary than 
ever when the service needs to respond to a crisis, investing appropriately 
in staff wellbeing on an ongoing basis is equally as important as a healthy, 
engaged, and motivated workforce is essential to the delivery of safe, 
high-quality, effective, and efficient health and care services.
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Adrian Crompton
Auditor General for Wales

The resilience and dedication shown by 
NHS staff at all levels in the face of the 
unprecedented challenges and pressures 
presented by the pandemic has been truly 
remarkable. It is inevitable, however, that 
this will have taken a considerable toll on the 
wellbeing of NHS staff, who now also face the 
challenges of dealing with the pent-up demand 
in the system caused by COVID-19. It is assuring 
to see that NHS bodies have maintained a 
clear focus on staff wellbeing throughout the 
pandemic and have implemented a wide range 
of measures to support the physical health and 
mental wellbeing of their staff during the crisis. 
It is vital that these activities are built upon and 
that staff wellbeing remains a central priority 
for NHS bodies as they deal with the combined 
challenges of recovering services, continuing 
to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
also managing seasonal pressures which are 
expected to be greater this winter than they 
were last year. Taking care of those 
who care for others is probably 
more important now than it has 
ever been before.
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Recommendations 
 
11	 Recommendations arising from this work are detailed in Exhibits 1 and 2.

Exhibit 1: recommendations for NHS bodies

Recommendations

Retaining a strong focus on staff wellbeing 
R1	 NHS bodies should continue to maintain a strong 

focus on staff wellbeing as they begin to emerge from 
the pandemic and start to focus on recovering their 
services. This includes maintaining a strong focus on 
staff at higher risk from COVID-19. Despite the success 
of the vaccination programme in Wales, the virus (and 
variations thereof) continues to circulate in the general 
population. All NHS bodies, therefore, should continue to 
roll-out the Risk Assessment Tool to ensure all staff have 
been risk assessed, and appropriate action is taken to 
safeguard and support staff identified as being at higher 
risk from COVID-19.   

Considering workforce issues in recovery plans
R2	 NHS bodies should ensure their recovery plans are 

based on a full and thorough consideration of all relevant 
workforce implications to ensure there is adequate 
capacity and capability in place to address the challenges 
and opportunities associated with recovering services. 
NHS bodies should also ensure they consider the wider 
legacy issues around staff wellbeing associated with 
the pandemic response to ensure they have sufficient 
capacity and capability to maintain safe, effective, and 
high-quality healthcare in the medium to long term. 
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Recommendations

Evaluating the effectiveness and impact of the staff 
wellbeing offer 
R3	 NHS bodies should seek to reflect on their experiences 

of supporting staff wellbeing during the pandemic by 
evaluating fully the effectiveness and impact of their local 
packages of support in order to: (a) consider what worked 
well and what did not work so well; (b) understand its 
impact on staff wellbeing; (c) identify what they would 
do differently during another crisis; and, (d) establish 
which services, programmes, initiatives, and approaches 
introduced during the pandemic should be retained 
or reshaped to ensure staff continue to be supported 
throughout the recovery period and beyond. NHS bodies 
should ensure that staff are fully engaged and involved in 
the evaluation process.  

Enhancing collaborative approaches to supporting staff 
wellbeing 
R4	 NHS bodies should, through the National Health and 

Wellbeing Network and/or other relevant national groups 
and fora, continue to collaborate to ensure there is 
adequate capacity and expertise to support specific 
staff wellbeing requirements in specialist areas, such as 
psychotherapy, as well as to maximise opportunities to 
share learning and resources in respect of more general 
approaches to staff wellbeing.
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Recommendations

Providing continued assurance to boards and committees
R5	 NHS bodies should continue to provide regular and 

ongoing assurance to their Boards and relevant 
committees on all applicable matters relating to staff 
wellbeing. In doing so, NHS bodies should avoid only 
providing a general description of the programmes, 
services, initiatives, and approaches they have in place 
to support staff wellbeing. They should also provide 
assurance that these programmes, services, initiatives, 
and approaches are having the desired effect on staff 
wellbeing and deliver value for money. Furthermore, 
all NHS bodies should ensure their Boards maintain 
effective oversight of key workforce performance 
indicators – this does not happen in all organisations at 
present.

Building on local and national staff engagement 
arrangements
R6	 NHS bodies should seek to build on existing local 

and national workforce engagement arrangements to 
ensure staff have continued opportunities to highlight 
their needs and share their views, particularly on issues 
relating to recovering, restarting, and resetting services. 
NHS bodies should ensure these arrangements support 
meaningful engagement with underrepresented staff 
groups, such as ethnic minority staff.
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Exhibit 2: recommendations for the Welsh Government 

Recommendations

Evaluating the national staff wellbeing offer
R7	 The Welsh Government should undertake an evaluation 

of the national staff wellbeing services and programmes 
it commissioned during the pandemic in order to assess 
their impact and cost-effectiveness. In doing so, the 
Welsh Government should consider which other national 
services and programmes should be commissioned 
(either separately or jointly with NHS bodies) to ensure 
staff continue to be supported throughout the recovery 
period and beyond.

Evaluating the All-Wales COVID-19 Workforce Risk 
Assessment Tool
R8	 The Welsh Government should undertake a full 

evaluation of the All-Wales COVID-19 Workforce Risk 
Assessment Tool to identify the key lessons that can 
be learnt in terms of its development, roll-out, and 
effectiveness. In doing so, the Welsh Government 
should engage with staff at higher risk from COVID-19 
to understand their experiences of using the Risk 
Assessment Tool, particularly in terms of the extent to 
which it helped them understand their level of risk and 
to facilitate a conversation with their managers about 
the steps that should be taken to support and safeguard 
them during the pandemic. 
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Introduction
12	 NHS bodies in Wales have faced unprecedented challenges and 

considerable pressures during the COVID-19 pandemic. Throughout this 
crisis, NHS bodies have had to balance several different, yet important, 
needs – the need to ensure sufficient capacity to care for people affected 
by the virus; the need to maintain essential services safely; the need to 
safeguard the health and wellbeing of their staff; and the need to maintain 
good governance. In order to respond to these needs effectively, NHS 
bodies have been required to plan differently, operate differently, manage 
their resources differently, and govern differently.

13	 Our structured assessment work1 in 2020 was designed and undertaken in 
the context of the ongoing pandemic. As a result, we were given a unique 
opportunity to see how NHS bodies have been adapting and responding 
to the numerous challenges and pressures presented by the COVID-19 
crisis.

14	 This report is the second of two publications which draw on the findings of 
our structured assessment work, and more recent evidence gathering to 
highlight key themes, identify future opportunities, and share learning both 
within the NHS and across the public sector in Wales more widely.  

15	 In our first report – Doing it differently, doing it right? – we discussed the 
importance of maintaining good governance during a crisis and describe 
how revised arrangements enabled NHS bodies to govern in a lean, agile, 
and rigorous manner during the pandemic. We also highlighted the key 
opportunities for embedding learning and new ways of working in a post-
pandemic world.

16	 In this report, we discuss the importance of supporting staff wellbeing 
and describe how NHS bodies have supported the wellbeing of their 
staff during the pandemic, with a particular focus on their arrangements 
for safeguarding staff at higher risk from COVID-19. We consider the 
key lessons that can be drawn from the experiences of NHS bodies of 
supporting staff wellbeing during the COVID-19 crisis and conclude by 
highlighting the key challenges and opportunities for the future. 

17	 Whilst this report draws on the findings of our structured assessment 
work, it has also been informed by additional evidence gathered from each 
NHS body as well as information received from the Welsh Government, 
the British Medical Association (BMA), and the Royal College of Nursing 
(RCN) in Wales. Furthermore, as this report draws largely on the findings 
of our structured assessment work, we haven’t engaged directly with NHS 
staff. Instead, we have referenced the findings from surveys undertaken by 
BMA Wales and others to provide insights into staff experiences during the 
pandemic.

1	 A structured assessment is undertaken in each NHS body to help discharge the Auditor 
General’s statutory requirement, under section 61 of the Public Audit (Wales) Act 2004, 
to be satisfied they have made proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency, and 
effectiveness in their use of resources. Individual reports are produced for each NHS body, 
which are available on our website. 

https://audit.wales/sites/default/files/Doing-it-right-Eng.pdf
https://www.audit.wales/publications?title=structured+assessment&field_topics_target_id=All&field_sectors_target_id=All&created=All&field_reports_target_id=All&field_area_target_id=All
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Importance of supporting staff wellbeing
18	 The workforce is an essential component of the Welsh healthcare system.  

The NHS in Wales employs around 88,000 full-time equivalent staff 
(Exhibit 3) and staff costs accounted for 50% of total NHS spending in 
2020-212.

Exhibit 3: NHS staff by staff group (March 2021)3 

 
Staff Group FTE

 
Medical and dental staff 7,294

 
Nursing, midwifery, and health visiting staff 36,027

 
Administration and estates staff 
	

21,380

 
Scientific, therapeutic, and technical staff 
	

14,947

 
Health care assistants and other support staff 5,806

 
Ambulance staff 2,709

 
Other non-medical staff 
 96

Source: StatsWales 
 
 
2	 Total NHS spending in 2020-21 was £9.6 billion, of which £4.8 billion was spent on staff 

costs. (Source: Audit Wales)
3	 General Medical and Dental Practitioners are excluded as they are independent NHS 

contractors.

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Health-and-Social-Care/NHS-Staff/NHS-Staff-Summary/nhsstaff-by-staffgroup-year
https://audit.wales/infographics/nhs-wales-summarised-account
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19	 All NHS bodies in Wales have a statutory duty of care to protect the health 
and safety of their staff and provide a safe and supportive environment in 
which to work. However, supporting staff wellbeing is also important for 
several other reasons:
•	 patient outcomes – there is a strong link between negative staff 

wellbeing and poor patient outcomes. Research shows that negative 
staff wellbeing and moderate to high levels of burnout are associated 
with poor patient safety outcomes4. The Francis Inquiry Report into the 
Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust also highlighted the association 
between poor staff wellbeing and lower quality of care5. Supporting 
positive wellbeing at work, therefore, enables NHS bodies to maintain 
higher levels of patient safety, provide better quality of care, and ensure 
higher patient satisfaction.  

•	 organisational outcomes – there are considerable financial costs 
associated with poor staff wellbeing. According to Health Education 
England, the cost of poor mental health in the NHS workforce equates 
to £1,794 - £2,174 per employee per year6. Furthermore, the costs 
associated with staff absenteeism are significant. The Boorman Review 
calculated the direct cost of reported absence in the NHS across the 
UK was around £1.7 billion a year and the indirect cost of employing 
temporary staff to provide cover was estimated to be £1.45 billion a 
year7. Supporting positive wellbeing at work, therefore, enables NHS 
bodies to reduce the number of working days lost as a result of poor 
staff wellbeing and achieve greater cost savings.

•	 employee outcomes – a poor experience at work is associated with 
negative wellbeing which, in turn, leads to lower staff engagement and 
motivation, greater workplace stress, higher staff turnover, and poorer 
patient outcomes. Research shows that staff wellbeing is impacted 
negatively by a workforce that is overstretched due to absences and 
vacancies and supplemented by temporary staff89. Wellbeing is also 
negatively affected when staff feel undervalued and unsupported in their 
roles, feel overwhelmed by their workloads, and feel as though they 
have little control over their work lives10. Supporting positive wellbeing 
at work, therefore, enables NHS bodies to enhance staff engagement 
and motivation, minimise workplace stress, and retain more of their 
employees.

4	 Hall et al (2016) Healthcare Staff Wellbeing, Burnout, and Patient Safety: A Systematic 
Review

5	 Report of the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust Public Inquiry (2013)
6	 Health Education England (2019) NHS Staff and Learners’ Mental Wellbeing Commission
7	 NHS Health and Wellbeing Review (2009) Interim Report
8	 Rafferty et al (2007) Outcomes of variation in hospital nurse staffing in English hospitals: 

cross-sectional analysis of survey data and discharge records
9	 Picker (2018) The risks to care quality and staff wellbeing of an NHS system under pressure
10	West and Coia (2018) Caring for doctors, Caring for patients

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4938539/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4938539/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/279124/0947.pdf
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/NHS%20%28HEE%29%20-%20Mental%20Wellbeing%20Commission%20Report.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20130103004910/http:/www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_108799
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17064706/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/17064706/
https://www.picker.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Risks-to-care-quality-and-staff-wellbeing-VR-SS-v8-Final.pdf
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/documents/caring-for-doctors-caring-for-patients_pdf-80706341.pdf
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How health bodies supported staff wellbeing during 
the pandemic
20	 The NHS in Wales was already facing a number of challenges relating to 

staff wellbeing prior to the pandemic. The results of the 2018 NHS Staff 
Survey show that 64% of respondents stated they had come to work 
despite not feeling well enough to perform their duties (compared to 57% 
in 2016), and 34% stated they had been injured or felt unwell as a result of 
work-related stress (compared to 28% in 2016). Furthermore, the sickness 
absence 12-month moving average for the 12 months ending March 2020 
was the highest since data started to be collected in 2008. 

21	 However, the unprecedented scale and impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
brought the importance of supporting staff wellbeing into even sharper 
focus at both a national and local level in order to:
•	 protect the health of staff by reducing the prevalence of COVID-19 in 

healthcare settings and minimising their exposure to the virus;
•	 reduce the risk of staff transmitting the virus to colleagues, patients, 

family members, and other members of the wider community;
•	 safeguard vulnerable groups of staff at higher risk from the virus, such 

as older people, people with underlying health conditions, pregnant 
women, and people from certain ethnic minority groups;

•	 support staff to adapt to new ways of working and adjust to different 
work settings;

•	 help staff to cope with the challenges, pressures, uncertainties, and 
stresses associated with the pandemic;

•	 ensure NHS bodies maintain sufficient staffing levels to sustain 
essential services and care safely for patients affected by the virus; and 

•	 enable NHS bodies to restart, recover and rebuild services safely, 
effectively, and efficiently.

22	 As a result, all NHS bodies in Wales placed a strong focus on staff 
wellbeing throughout the crisis in line with their operational plans and 
Welsh Government guidance11. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11	WHC/2020/019: Expectations for NHS Health Boards and Trusts to ensure the health and 
wellbeing of the workforce during the Covid-19 pandemic

http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/documents/866/4.3b%20National%20Staff%20Survey%20Report.pdf
http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/documents/866/4.3b%20National%20Staff%20Survey%20Report.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-11/expectations-for-nhs-health-boards-and-trusts-to-ensure-the-health-and-wellbeing-of-the-workforce-during-the-covid-19-pandemic_0.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-11/expectations-for-nhs-health-boards-and-trusts-to-ensure-the-health-and-wellbeing-of-the-workforce-during-the-covid-19-pandemic_0.pdf
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23	 At the outset of the pandemic, each NHS body moved quickly to plan and 
deliver local packages of support as part of a wider multi-layered wellbeing 
offer to staff. The multi-layered offer, which grew and evolved over time, 
gave staff free access to a range of pan-Wales services and resources, 
including: 
•	 SilverCloud – a digital mental health platform designed to help NHS 

staff manage feelings of stress, anxiety, and depression.
•	 Health for Health Professionals Wales – a free, confidential service 

that provides NHS staff, students, and volunteers in Wales with 
access to various levels of mental health support including self-help, 
guided self-help, peer support, and virtual face-to-face therapies with 
accredited specialists.

•	 Samaritans Support Line – a confidential bilingual wellbeing support 
line for health and social care workers and volunteers in Wales.

•	 online wellbeing resources for NHS staff – Health Education and 
Improvement Wales (HEIW) worked with key colleagues on the Health 
and Wellbeing Sub-Group of the national COVID-19 Workforce Cell to 
curate and make resources and access to specific specialist services 
available through its Covid-19 Playlist – NHS Wales Staff Wellbeing 
Covid-19 Resource. The Playlist also signposted staff to the wellbeing 
resources of their respective Health Boards and Trusts. The Health and 
Wellbeing Sub-Group has now transitioned into the National Health 
and Wellbeing Network which receives leadership and programme 
management support from HEIW.

24	 In this section, we briefly describe the measures put in place by NHS 
bodies in Wales to support staff wellbeing at a local level, including their 
arrangements for safeguarding staff at higher risk from COVID-19.

Supporting physical and mental wellbeing

25	 We found that all NHS bodies enhanced their existing employee 
assistance programmes and services (such as Occupational Health) and 
put additional arrangements in place to support the physical health and 
mental wellbeing of their staff, as much as possible, during the pandemic. 
For example:
•	 enhancing infection prevention and control measures – all NHS 

bodies, particularly the Health Boards and relevant Trusts, introduced 
enhanced infection prevention and control measures such as providing 
more hand hygiene facilities, supplying personal protective equipment 
(PPE) in line with national guidance12, and increasing the frequency of 
cleaning and decontaminating surfaces, areas, and equipment. 

 

12	The Auditor General for Wales has reported on the provision of PPE in a separate report 
titled Procuring and Supplying PPE for the COVID-19 Pandemic (April 2021).

https://leadershipportal.heiw.wales/playlists/view/c0abd55e-92ee-44d2-bcd1-33dd0221d1e3/en/1?options=oHXU%252BPmvHPR07%252FdPJVyiI5sWo5wWqGQ3R4ZWrZU%252B9vn1fRQkuIHkJS3aCF%252F5pPA4NRIUrRdtEhtlc1jVmauiYg%253D%253D
https://leadershipportal.heiw.wales/playlists/view/c0abd55e-92ee-44d2-bcd1-33dd0221d1e3/en/1?options=oHXU%252BPmvHPR07%252FdPJVyiI5sWo5wWqGQ3R4ZWrZU%252B9vn1fRQkuIHkJS3aCF%252F5pPA4NRIUrRdtEhtlc1jVmauiYg%253D%253D
https://www.audit.wales/sites/default/files/publications/PPE%20-English_0.pdf
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•	 reconfiguring healthcare settings – all of the Health Boards and 
relevant Trusts reconfigured as much of their healthcare settings as 
possible to segregate COVID-19 and non-COVID-19 care pathways and 
minimise patient, staff, and visitor movements between areas. However, 
the design of older buildings made this more challenging in some NHS 
bodies.

•	 facilitating access to COVID-19 tests and COVID-19 vaccinations 
– all of the Health Boards and relevant Trusts put arrangements in 
place to enable frontline staff to access tests for COVID-19 and, more 
recently, COVID-19 vaccinations in line with JCVI (Joint Committee 
on Vaccination and Immunisation) guidance13. Although some NHS 
bodies encountered a few challenges facilitating access to COVID-19 
testing at the outset of the pandemic due to limited lab capacity, the 
situation improved gradually over time as lab capacity increased and 
new rapid-testing technology became more widely available. In terms of 
vaccinations, overall uptake amongst healthcare workers is extremely 
high. As of 17 July 2021, 96.3% had received their first dose and 93.2% 
had received their second dose14.

•	 creating dedicated rest spaces – most of the Health Boards and 
relevant Trusts established designated spaces for front-line staff to 
rest, recuperate, and focus on their welfare. These spaces, which were 
predominantly based on acute sites, were referred to as ‘wellbeing 
rooms’ or ‘recharge rooms’ in most areas.

•	 increasing mental health and psychological wellbeing provision 
– all NHS bodies increased the range, availability, and accessibility of 
their mental health and psychological wellbeing offer to staff. Examples 
include:
•	 providing information and resources to promote self-care, enhance 

personal resilience, and support staff to adjust to new ways of 
working;

•	 delivering therapeutic programmes, such as mindfulness and arts in 
health;

•	 facilitating access to counselling and talking services to provide 
support for staff with mental health concerns such as anxiety, stress, 
and low mood; and

•	 investing in specialised provision for members of staff experiencing 
the adverse effects of trauma and bereavement. 
 
 

13	The Auditor General for Wales has reported on the provision of COVID-19 testing and the 
roll-out of COVID-19 vaccinations in two separate reports titled Test, Trace, Protect in Wales: 
An Overview of Progress to Date (March 2021) and Rollout of the COVID-19 vaccination 
programme in Wales (June 2021).

14	Source: Public Health Wales Rapid COVID-19 Surveillance

https://www.audit.wales/sites/default/files/publications/track-trace-protect-Eng_0.pdf
https://www.audit.wales/sites/default/files/publications/track-trace-protect-Eng_0.pdf
https://www.audit.wales/sites/default/files/publications/Vaccination-report-Eng_0.pdf
https://www.audit.wales/sites/default/files/publications/Vaccination-report-Eng_0.pdf
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/public.health.wales.health.protection/viz/RapidCOVID-19virology-Public/Headlinesummary
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•	 strengthening staff communication and engagement – all NHS 
bodies strengthened their internal communication arrangements and 
used a broad range of channels and platforms to convey information 
and updates to their staff on a regular basis. In addition, all NHS 
bodies strengthened their staff engagement arrangements during the 
pandemic. As well as maintaining ongoing engagement with established 
employment partnerships and staff networks and groups, all NHS 
bodies surveyed their staff on a regular basis to better understand their 
needs and experiences as well as to capture their views on various 
matters, including the effectiveness of the local wellbeing provision.

•	 enabling remote working – all NHS bodies put arrangements in place 
to support remote working as part of their wider efforts to ensure and 
maintain physical distancing, for those staff for whom home working 
was appropriate. Although some NHS bodies encountered a few 
challenges rolling-out the necessary technology and software required 
to support remote working at the outset of the pandemic, these were 
overcome relatively quickly.

•	 providing other forms of support – a range of other support 
measures were implemented by NHS bodies, such as:
•	 rolling out risk assessment tools, such as Stress Risk Assessment 

Tools and the All-Wales COVID-19 Workforce Risk Assessment Tool 
(this is discussed in more detail in the next section);

•	 providing additional information and support to leaders and managers 
to enable them to engage, motivate, and support their teams 
effectively during the pandemic;

•	 providing temporary accommodation for front-line staff living with 
individuals at higher risk from COVID-19; and

•	 enhancing Chaplaincy services to ensure staff have access to 
pastoral support.

Detailed examples of health and wellbeing initiatives introduced by each 
NHS body during the pandemic are provided in the briefing produced by 
Welsh NHS Confederation titled Supporting Welsh NHS staff wellbeing 
throughout COVID-19. 

https://www.nhsconfed.org/publications/supporting-welsh-nhs-staff-wellbeing-throughout-covid-19
https://www.nhsconfed.org/publications/supporting-welsh-nhs-staff-wellbeing-throughout-covid-19
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26	 The BMA has surveyed its members extensively during the pandemic. 
Whilst the results are not representative of the NHS workforce as a whole, 
they do provide useful insights into the experiences of medical staff during 
the crisis:
•	 BMA members responding to the surveys felt better protected from 

coronavirus in their place of work as the pandemic progressed. The 
proportion of members stating they felt fully protected was 27% (113 
of 417) and 37% (100 of 274) in December 2020 and April 2021 
respectively. The proportion of members stating they didn’t feel 
protected at all was 11% (47 of 417) and 6% (16 of 274) in December 
2020 and April 2021 respectively.  

•	 A considerable number of BMA members responding to the surveys 
accessed wellbeing support services (provided by either their employer 
or a third party) during the pandemic – 43% (117 of 407) in May 2020, 
38% (120 of 314) in July, and 38% (95 of 253) in August 2020. However, 
when asked if they knew how to access wellbeing/occupational health 
support if they required them, 45% (126 of 279) stated in April 2021 they 
either didn’t know how to access these services or weren’t aware what 
services exist.

27	 Whilst it has been positive to see so many initiatives being developed and 
rolled-out during the pandemic, there is evidence to suggest that some 
staff experienced difficulties navigating their way around the plethora of 
initiatives to identify the ones that would best meet their needs. In light of 
this, the Welsh Government recently announced it would be launching a 
prototype Workforce Wellbeing Conversation Framework Tool to support 
NHS staff to pro-actively talk openly and honestly with their managers 
about their ongoing wellbeing needs and to sign-post them to the support 
available where appropriate15. Whilst this is a positive development, NHS 
bodies should also continue to engage with their staff to better understand 
their experiences of seeking and accessing support and adapt and 
improve their arrangements as necessary.

Safeguarding staff at higher risk from COVID-19

28	 All NHS bodies put arrangements in place to roll out the All-Wales 
COVID-19 Workforce Risk Assessment Tool (the Risk Assessment Tool) 
as part of their wider efforts to safeguard members of staff at higher risk 
of developing more serious symptoms if they come into contact with the 
COVID-19 virus16.  
 
 

15	Written Statement - Minister for Health and Social Services (21 July 2021)
16	The Risk Assessment Tool, which was launched in May 2020, was developed by a multi-

disciplinary sub-group reporting to an Expert Advisory Group established by Welsh 
Government. All NHS bodies were using other risk assessments tools prior to the roll-out of 
the national tool.

https://gov.wales/written-statement-nhs-pay-letter
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29	 The Risk Assessment Tool is based on a large and growing body of 
data and research which shows that an individual is at higher risk from 
COVID-19 if they have a combination of the following risk factors:
•	 they are over the age of 50 (the risk is further increased for those aged 

over 60 and 70 years old);
•	 they were born male at birth;
•	 they are from certain ethnic minority groups;
•	 they have certain underlying health conditions (the risk very high for the 

clinically extremely vulnerable);
•	 they are overweight; and
•	 their family history makes them more susceptible to COVID-19.

30	 The risk assessment process is completed in a number of stages with 
the aim of encouraging a supportive and honest conversation between a 
member of staff and their line-manager/employer around the measures 
that should be put in place to ensure they are adequately safeguarded and 
supported. The process is summarised in Exhibit 4.

31	 We found that NHS bodies promoted the Risk Assessment Tool in a 
number of ways and put a range of measures in place to encourage 
and support their staff to complete it. The following arrangements and 
approaches were considered particularly important by NHS bodies:
•	 senior management support – strong and visible support for the Risk 

Assessment Tool by senior managers was considered important in 
terms of reassuring staff that the organisation was committed to the risk 
assessment process and supporting staff at higher risk from COVID-19.

•	 utilising workforce data – analysing and utilising workforce data was 
considered important in terms of identifying staff potentially at higher 
risk from COVID-19, planning appropriate packages of support, and 
facilitating targeted messaging around the importance of completing the 
risk assessment process. However, several NHS bodies told us they 
had concerns about the robustness of Electronic Staff Record (ESR) 
data.  

•	 support for line-managers – ongoing information, advice, and support 
for line-managers, particularly from HR Officers/Business Partners, was 
considered important not only to help them fully understand their role 
in the risk assessment process but also to enable them to support their 
direct reports in a compassionate and supportive manner.
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Exhibit 4: COVID-19 workforce risk assessment process

 
Step 1 – Checking risk Member of staff completes the Risk Assessment 

Tool to check which risks apply to them. 

 
Step 2 –  
Understanding the score 

Member of staff calculates their score in order 
to understand the likely level of risk to them 
personally (low, high, or very high).

 
Step 3 – Identifying  
the right action

Member of staff discusses their score and other 
relevant factors with their line-manager (especially 
if they are in the high or very high-risk category) 
in order to identify the actions they can take 
personally and/or the support their employer can 
provide to ensure they are adequately protected. 

 
Step 4 –Taking the 
right action
 
	

Agreed actions are implemented by the member 
of staff and/or their employer and reviewed on an 
ongoing basis to ensure they remain relevant and 
appropriate.

Source: All Wales COVID-19 Workforce Risk Assessment Tool Guidance for Managers and Staff 
(February 2021) 

•	 occupational health input – information, advice, and support from 
occupational health practitioners was considered important for both 
line-managers and staff alike. Occupational health input was considered 
particularly important for members of staff with underlying health 
conditions who were not required to shield or who were returning to 
work after a period of shielding to ensure their needs were assessed 
and addressed appropriately.

•	 joint working with staff networks and employment partnerships – 
ongoing communication and joint working with established networks, 
employment partnerships, and individual Trades Unions was considered 
important for several reasons. Firstly, they were able to use their 
insights to advise NHS bodies on local approaches to rolling-out the 
Risk Assessment Tool and supporting staff wellbeing. Secondly, they 
played an important role in encouraging their members to complete 
the Risk Assessment Tool. Thirdly, they supported individual members 
of staff to complete the Risk Assessment Tool and, in some cases, 
provided advocacy and mediation for and on behalf of their members. 

https://gov.wales/covid-19-workforce-risk-assessment-tool
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•	 	identifying staff champions – identifying and utilising staff champions 
was considered important to provide encouragement, support, and 
reassurance to particular groups of staff at higher risk. Indeed, staff 
champions proved to be particularly important in NHS bodies that did 
not have the relevant staff networks in place. In these bodies, staff 
champions were used to reach-out and support individuals and groups 
of staff that were unaware they were potentially at higher risk as they 
didn’t or couldn’t access the relevant information and/or they were 
sceptical and/or anxious about engaging with the risk assessment 
process.

32	 Over 62,000 risk assessments were completed via ESR and the 
Learning@Wales platform across the NHS in Wales between June 
2020 and April 202117. Staff had to complete paper versions of the Risk 
Assessment Tool prior to its roll-out via ESR in June 2020. In October 
2020, the Welsh Government asked NHS bodies to request all staff to 
complete the Risk Assessment Tool via ESR. Completion rates via ESR in 
individual NHS bodies are shown in Exhibit 5.

33	 As Exhibit 5 shows, there is considerable variation in completion rates via 
ESR. There are several reasons for this:
•	 completing the Risk Assessment Tool via ESR has not been mandated 

by all NHS bodies such as Cardiff & Vale and Swansea Bay University 
Health Boards;

•	 staff in some NHS bodies that completed the paper-based Risk 
Assessment Tool when it was first rolled-out in May were not asked to 
repeat the assessment when it became available in ESR in June 2020;

•	 some staff are unable to access their ESR as they either work in roles 
that do not require the use of a computer or they do not have general 
access to a computer at their place of work;

•	 most NHS bodies have placed a greater focus on encouraging staff 
at higher risk to complete the Risk Assessment Tool rather than the 
workforce as a whole; and

•	 evidence from the member surveys undertaken by the BMA suggests 
that some staff were unaware of any risk assessment at their place of 
work or had been told explicitly they did not need to be assessed18.

17	58,552 risk assessments have been completed via ESR and 3,770 have been completed via 
Learning@Wales between 15 June 2020 and 8 April 2021. Individuals that have completed 
the Risk Assessment Tool more than once via the ESR are counted more than once in the 
data. (Source: NHS Wales Shared Services Partnership)

18	The BMA asked its members: ‘Have you been risk assessed in your place of work to test if 
you might be at increased risk from contact with Coronavirus patients in your current role?’ 
The proportion that stated they were not aware of any risk assessment in their place of 
work was 33% (70 of 211) and 35% (61 of 175) in July and August 2020 respectively. The 
proportion that stated they had been told explicitly they did not need to be assessed was 7% 
(15 of 211) and 6% (11 of 175) in July and August 2020 respectively.
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Exhibit 5: completion rates as recorded in ESR by NHS body

 
NHS Body 

Number of 
recorded 

assessments 

% of staff with 
a completed 
assessment

Aneurin Bevan University Health Board 3,071 24%

Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board 19,195 52%

Cardiff & Vale University Health Board 857 5%

Cwm Taf Morgannwg University Health Board 15,487 58%

Health Education and Improvement Wales 134 29%

Hywel Dda University Health Board 6,965 48%

Powys Teaching Health Board 1,789 48%

Public Health Wales 1,019 73%

Swansea Bay University Health Board 174 2%

Velindre NHS Trust 6,716 81%

Welsh Ambulance Services Trust 3,145 67%

Source: NHS Wales Shared Services Partnership (15 June 2020 - 8 April 2021) 

34	 Whilst low completion rates via ESR does not necessarily equate to low 
use of the tool, it is difficult to know how many staff across the NHS in 
Wales have actually completed the Risk Assessment Tool due to the 
variable data collection and monitoring arrangements introduced by NHS 
bodies when it was launched.

35	 We found that all NHS bodies adopted the ‘hierarchy of control’ approach 
to protect and support staff at higher risk from COVID-19. Under this 
approach, NHS bodies identified and utilised the most suitable measures 
from their wider suite of wellbeing arrangements to meet the individual 
needs of members of staff as identified through the Risk Assessment Tool.
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 These measures included: 

•	 	engineering and administrative controls – all NHS bodies put a 
range of engineering and administrative controls in place to safeguard 
staff at higher risk who were unable to work from home because of their 
role, and to support staff at higher risk returning to the workplace after a 
period of shielding. These included creating ‘COVID-19 secure settings’ 
(areas that posed a lower level of risk) by segregating COVID-19 and 
non-COVID-19 care pathways; staggering shift start and end times 
to reduce congestion; recalling staff on a rotational basis to limit the 
number of people in the workplace; and offering a phased return to the 
workplace.

•	 personal protective equipment (PPE) – PPE was provided in line 
with agreed guidelines to reduce or remove any residual risk to staff 
not eliminated by other measures. As stated in the Auditor General’s 
report titled Procuring and Supplying PPE for the COVID-19 Pandemic, 
Shared Services, in collaboration with other public services, overcame 
early challenges to provide health and care bodies with the PPE 
required by guidance without running out of stock at a national level. 
However, the report also acknowledges that some frontline staff have 
reported that they experienced shortages of PPE and some felt they 
should have had a higher grade of PPE than required by guidance.

•	 substitution measures – working from home was not considered a 
viable option for all members of staff at higher risk. For some members 
of staff, such as those living with an abusive partner, working from 
home could potentially have had a greater negative impact on their 
overall health and wellbeing. As a result, NHS bodies put arrangements 
in place to enable and support staff in these situations to work in 
‘COVID-19 secure settings’. For members of staff unable to perform 
their normal duties from home due to the nature of the work, NHS 
bodies put arrangements in place to enable them to work in ‘COVID-19 
secure settings’ or to be redeployed to other suitable roles which they 
could undertake either from home or in ‘COVID-19 secure settings’ with 
additional support, such as retraining.

•	 elimination measures – all NHS bodies put arrangements in place 
to enable and support the majority of staff at higher risk to work from 
home, particularly during official periods of shielding. Most staff at 
higher risk were also supported to continue working from home when 
shielding periods ended if this was considered appropriate and safe to 
do so, and if the arrangement worked effectively for both the employer 
and employee.

https://audit.wales/sites/default/files/publications/PPE%20-English_0.pdf
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36	 All NHS bodies also encouraged and supported staff at higher risk to 
access mental health and psychological wellbeing services to help them 
adjust to new ways of working and/or manage any anxieties or worries 
they experienced. Detailed guidance was also provided to line-managers 
on how to provide effective support to staff at higher risk during the 
pandemic. As NHS bodies move towards the recovery period, they should 
continue to engage with staff at higher risk to evaluate the impact of the 
support and interventions they are providing and amend or improve their 
arrangements as necessary.

37	 We found that there are a number of advantages and disadvantages to the 
Risk Assessment Tool, as follows:

Advantages of the Risk Assessment Tool

•	 the tool has ensured consistency, reduced variability, and facilitated the 
sharing of learning across the NHS;

•	 the format of the tool is simple, easy to use, and enables staff to focus 
on the main factors which may place them at greater risk;

•	 the tool helps managers appreciate the importance of addressing risks 
to staff in a timely and sensitive manner as well as the importance of 
being a compassionate and supportive manager;

•	 the process, if done correctly, provides reassurance to staff and gives 
assurance to managers and leaders that staff risks are being managed 
appropriately;

•	 the tool has galvanised organisations into adopting holistic approaches 
to managing staff risks; and

•	 the tool has generated a greater awareness and understanding of the 
needs of certain groups of staff, particularly those underrepresented 
within existing organisational structures. 

Disadvantages of the Risk Assessment Tool

•	 the tool has made some staff feel ‘targeted’ or ‘singled out’ for special 
treatment;

•	 there have been some concerns about the use of the acronym BAME 
(Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic) in the tool because it places a 
greater emphasis on certain ethnic minority groups (Asian and Black) 
and exclude others (Mixed, Other and White ethnic minority groups);

•	 there have been some concerns that the tool’s scoring matrix does not 
give sufficient weighting to certain risk factors, such as ethnicity and 
Type 1 diabetes;

•	 the tool and process have been seen and treated as a ‘tick box 
exercise’ by a small number of managers and members of staff; that is, 
the tool was completed to maintain compliance, but no real action was 
taken in response to the score;
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•	 the tool does not pick-up the whole picture in one place for all staff, 
particularly those required to complete other risk assessments (eg 
stress risk assessment); and

•	 the ongoing development and evolution of the tool has led to a sense of 
‘risk assessment fatigue’ amongst some members of staff.

Maintaining oversight of staff wellbeing arrangements

38	 At an operational level, we found that all NHS bodies had staff wellbeing 
planning cells/groups in place as part of their emergency command and 
control structures with responsibility for planning and overseeing the 
delivery of local staff wellbeing provision. These planning cells/groups 
were tasked with working with other relevant cells/groups, such as those 
with responsibility for PPE and staff communication and engagement, to 
ensure a co-ordinated approach to supporting staff wellbeing.

39	 These planning cells/groups were also responsible for monitoring 
COVID-19 workforce related risks and indicators and escalating key 
concerns and issues to the relevant group(s) within the emergency 
command structure as appropriate. Whilst the majority of these planning 
cells/groups monitored similar indicators, such as absence rates due 
to illness or shielding, we found that only a small number were actively 
monitoring risk assessment completion rates. Furthermore, we found 
that only NHS body had arrangements in place at an operational level to 
assess and monitor the quality of completed risk assessments. 

40	 At a corporate level, we saw evidence in most NHS bodies of good flows 
of information to boards and committees to provide assurance and enable 
effective oversight and scrutiny of all relevant staff wellbeing risks and 
issues during the pandemic. However, we found there was scope across 
most NHS bodies to strengthen the arrangements for reporting risk 
assessment completion rates and providing greater assurances to boards 
and committees around the quality of completed risk assessments.  

41	 We found that the crisis generated a greater awareness at board-level 
in all NHS bodies around the importance of supporting staff wellbeing 
and, in particular, the importance of understanding and addressing the 
needs of particular groups of staff. In some NHS bodies, this led to the 
creation of new staff networks and advisory groups for specific groups 
of staff which have traditionally been underrepresented within existing 
corporate structures. However, one Health Board has taken this further by 
establishing an Advisory Group for staff from ethnic minority groups as a 
formal sub-group of the board to ensure a stronger voice and involvement 
within the organisation for black, Asian, and minority ethnic staff. Although 
the Advisory Group reports formally via the Health Board’s Chair, the 
Advisory Group’s Chair and Vice-Chair are invited to attend all board 
meetings.
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Key challenges and opportunities for the future
42	 NHS staff at all levels have shown tremendous resilience, adaptability, and 

dedication throughout the pandemic. However, they have also experienced 
significant physical and mental pressures due to the unprecedented 
challenges presented by the crisis, including:
•	 working longer hours and managing greater workloads;
•	 operating in rapidly changing, demanding, and intensive environments;
•	 managing fears, concerns, and anxieties about the risks to their own 

health as well as the risks to the health of their loved ones;
•	 seeing patients, colleagues and/or family and friends falling seriously ill 

or even dying with COVID-19;
•	 contracting COVID-19, and, for some, managing the longer-term effects 

of the virus (long-COVID);
•	 adjusting to new ways of working and, in some cases, adjusting to 

different roles;
•	 dealing with the resulting impact of shielding or working from home in 

terms of feeling isolated and alone and/or feeling guilty about not being 
able to support colleagues on the front-line; and

•	 adapting to wider social restrictions and managing their associated 
impacts, such as delivering home schooling, and providing enhanced 
care for elderly or vulnerable relatives.

43	 The crisis has undoubtedly had a considerable impact on the wellbeing 
of staff. For example, surveys undertaken by RCN Wales, whilst not 
representative of the NHS workforce as a whole, highlight the impact of 
the pandemic on staff wellbeing. The results of the survey undertaken in 
June 2020, which received 2,011 responses, found:
•	 75.9% stated their stress levels had increased since the beginning of 

the pandemic;
•	 58.4% stated that staff morale had worsened since the beginning of the 

pandemic; and
•	 52% stated they either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement ‘I 

am worried about my mental health’.
44	 	However, the longer-term impacts cannot and should not be ignored or 

underestimated. Indeed, the surveys undertaken by the BMA, whilst not 
representative of the NHS workforce as a whole, point to some of the 
challenges that remain in relation to staff wellbeing:
•	 in April 2021, 45% (126 of 279) of members stated they were suffering 

from depression, anxiety, stress, burnout, emotional distress, or other 
mental health conditions relating to or made worse by their place of 
work or study compared with 40% (298 of 735) in April 2020.
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•	 in April 2021, 33% (92 of 279) of members stated their symptoms were 
worse than before the start of the pandemic compared with 25% (185 of 
735) in April 2020.

•	 in April 2021, 36% (72 of 281) of members stated their current levels 
of health and wellbeing were slightly worse or much worse compared 
with that during the first wave between March and May 2020. However, 
it should be noted that this is an improvement when compared with the 
results in October and December 2020, namely 43% (205 of 480) and 
48% (224 of 467) respectively.

•	 on a scale of one to five (where 1 equalled very low/negative, and 5 
equalled very high/positive), 32% (74 of 229) of members scored their 
morale as either a 1 or 2 in April 2021. However, it should be noted 
that this is an improvement when compared with the results in October 
and December 2020, namely 45% (203 of 454) and 47% (195 of 402) 
respectively.

•	 in April 2021, 56% (157 of 282) of members stated their current level of 
fatigue or exhaustion was higher than normal from working or studying 
during the pandemic. However, it should be noted that this is an 
improvement when compared with the results in October and December 
2020, namely 60% (286 of 480) and 64% (297 of 467) respectively.

45	 Surveys and work undertaken by other professional bodies also highlight 
the increased stress, exhaustion, and burnout experienced by staff. They 
also point to the increased risk to staff of developing longer term physical 
and psychological problems without ongoing support and opportunities for 
proper rest and recuperation.

46	 Trends in sickness absence rates also point to some of the challenges 
that NHS bodies have faced during the crisis. After a gradual fall during 
2015 to 2017, the sickness absence 12-month moving average has been 
rising and was 6.0% over the last year, mainly due to an increase from the 
April to June 2020 quarter during the pandemic. For the quarter ending 31 
December 202019:
•	 the sickness absence rate was 6.4%, up 1.3 percentage points 

compared to the quarter ending 30 September 2020.
•	 the NHS bodies with the highest sickness rates were Cwm Taf 

Morgannwg University Health Board at 8.5%, Welsh Ambulance 
Services NHS Trust at 8.4%, and Swansea Bay University Health Board 
at 8.3% (compared with 5.6%, 5.9%, and 6.2% respectively for the 
quarter ending 30 September 2020). 
 
 
 
 

19	Source: StatsWales

https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Health-and-Social-Care/NHS-Staff/Sickness-Absence?_ga=2.207240916.651982456.1627484051-1019171971.1623229339
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•	 the staff groups with the highest sickness absence rates were the 
Ambulance staff group at 9.6%, the Healthcare Assistants and Support 
Workers staff group at 9.2%, and the Nursing, Midwifery and Health 
Visiting staff group at 8.1% (compared with 6.2%, 7.4%, and 6.5% 
respectively for the quarter ending 30 September 2020).

47	 In the short-term, NHS bodies will face challenges in terms of managing 
seasonable absences which tend to be higher in the winter months as well 
as dealing with absences caused by staff requiring to self-isolate by the 
Test, Trace, Protect Service. However, they will also potentially face future 
challenges in terms of managing absence rates attributed to the longer-
term physical and mental conditions caused by the pandemic unless they 
maintain and build upon their staff wellbeing arrangements.

48	 The COVID-19 pandemic has undoubtedly brought staff wellbeing into 
sharper focus at both a national and local level. It has also shown that 
NHS bodies can respond rapidly and effectively to the challenges and 
pressures presented by a crisis. However, there is no doubt that the 
NHS workforce in Wales, which was already under pressure prior to the 
pandemic, is more emotionally and physically exhausted than ever before 
after the significant and unprecedented efforts of the last 18 months.

49	 A continued focus on providing accessible wellbeing support and services 
and maintaining staff engagement, therefore, is going to be needed 
in the short-term to ensure NHS bodies address the ongoing impact 
of the pandemic on the physical health and mental wellbeing on their 
staff. Without such a focus, there is a risk the impact of the pandemic 
on the physical and mental health of staff will grow which could, in turn, 
compromise the ability of NHS bodies to deal effectively with the combined 
challenges of recovering and restarting services, continuing to respond to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and also managing seasonal pressures which 
are expected to be greater this winter than they were last year. 

50	 However, the COVID-19 pandemic has also created an opportunity to 
rethink and transform staff wellbeing for the medium to longer term. Whilst 
supporting the wellbeing of the NHS workforce is more necessary than 
ever when the service needs to respond to a crisis, investing appropriately 
in staff wellbeing on an ongoing basis is equally as important as a healthy, 
engaged, and motivated workforce is essential to the delivery of safe, 
high-quality, effective, and efficient health and care services.

51	 We have prepared a checklist to accompany this report which sets out 
some of the questions NHS Board Members should be asking to obtain 
assurance that their respective health bodies have effective, efficient, and 
robust arrangements in place to support the wellbeing of their staff.
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