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Welcome
 When I was invited to be the guest  
 editor of this edition of Networks  
 news, I was asked what I thought  
 would make a good core or theme.  
 For me the stand-out issue was  
 mental wellbeing.  

My first encounter of a mental health 
issue at work was in relation to a close 
associate of mine who I held in very high 
regard as a strong, focused and very 
hard working individual. One day we 
were speaking generally and putting the 
world to rights, but something did not 
quite feel right with him, so I asked him 
if everything was OK. 

After a few nudges he told me what 
was going on in his personal life. I was 
oblivious to what he had been enduring. 

I think I saved his life that day, just by 
asking him that one small question.

This edition contains articles that 
address a range of issues, including soft 
skills (p4), toolkits (p9) and company 
initiatives for managing mental 
wellbeing (p10). It’s very encouraging to 
know that IOSH members are developing 
practical ways in which employers and 
employees alike can approach this 
increasingly important topic.

Two articles (p5 and p8) look at our 
own mental health management needs, 
as safety and health professionals – 
many of us have dealt with traumatic or 
disturbing situations. The stresses and 
pressures of the work we do are likely to 
have an effect on our mental wellbeing. 
We should expect to receive support on 

this, but we can take 
steps to look after 
ourselves too.

 We read about an OSH professional 
returning to work after an injury – how 
did it feel to use, rather than draft, 
a return-to-work policy (p12)? Other 
articles cover a research collaboration 
initiative (p11) and supporting IPD (p3).

I’d like to thank all the contributors – 
members of IOSH Groups or Branches 
– who are sharing their experiences and 
knowledge with our networks. 
 
Mark James
Chair, IOSH Staffordshire Branch

Get in touch: 

newsletter@iosh.com

 Our team focus is to provide  
 excellent support to members  
 for their professional journey. 

This includes:
- Initial Professional Development 

(IPD), the route to Chartered 
membership

- supporting and ensuring members 
complete Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) to safeguard 
their IOSH membership grade.

In addition, the team offers 
- monthly webinars on how to update 

IPD and CPD online
- facilitation of professional interviews
- assessment of members for category 

regrades
- management and support of 

members with their Fellowship 
applications

- provision of mentor and mentee 

links with members who require 
additional support.

In the last year we have been taking a 
more global approach by carrying out 
professional interviews for Chartered 
membership in the Middle East, Hong 
Kong and the Republic of Ireland.  

We often attend conferences in the 
UK and abroad, to meet members face 
to face and build stronger relationships. 

Our goal is to help each member 
get the best they can out of their 
professional career. 

Professional 
Development team

Focus on...

- GLOBAL ASBESTOS AWARENESS 
WEEK, 01–07 APRIL 

- FOLLOW NO TIME TO LOSE 
ON TWITTER FOR NEWS AND 
RESOURCES, @_NTTL

 - NATIONAL SAFETY AND HEALTH 
CONFERENCE, 13 JUNE FIND OUT 
MORE AT WWW.IOSH.CO.UK/NSHC

- IOSH 2019, 16–17 SEPTEMBER 
BOOKINGS NOW OPEN. VISIT 
WWW.IOSHCONFERENCE.COM

Dates for
thE DIARY

MARK

The Professional Development team
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Every IOSH Member, from Technical 
grade to Chartered Fellow, is required to 
maintain their Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD). This is ensures you 
remain competent to carry out your 
duties as a safety practitioner. Your IOSH 
branch can put you in contact with a 
mentor who will be able to guide and 
support you through your development. 
You can also contact the IOSH 
Membership department who will be 
able to put you in touch with a mentor. 

As a graduate member, I found it very 
useful to plan my career ambitions to 
reach Chartered membership through 
my development plan, accessed through 
MyIOSH. Your development plan helps 
you to enhance your skills, knowledge 
and experience and set out the path 
you’ll need to take. After all, if we don’t 
know where we want to be, how do we 
plan on getting there? 

Once you have attained Graduate 
Membership, have up-to-date CPD 
and a development plan in place, you 
will need to go through the process of 
Initial Professional Development (IPD) 
which is a fair way of assessing if you 
meet the knowledge, commitment 
and experience criteria set by IOSH to 
become a Chartered safety practitioner. 

There are two main IPD assessment 
routes. The one you take will depend 

on the qualification you achieved to 
become a Graduate member. Those 
with a Diploma in Health and Safety 
must complete a Skills Development 
Portfolio (SDP), and those with an NVQ 
will complete an Open Assessment 
(OA). Some candidates will need to 
complete both.

 Getting the evidence together 
A tip I found very useful during the time 
before I embarked on the IPD process 
was to collate as much evidence I 
could, making life easier when deciding 
which criterion to select on the Skills 
Development Portfolio. This evidence can 
be in many forms. It can include relevant 
emails, relevant documents you have 
created or helped create, presentations 
you have created and delivered, health 
and safety communications (newsletters, 
booklets and so on). You can submit 
evidence back-dated two years from the 
date of submission of your IPD criterion. 

At the start of your IPD process, you 
will need to pay a one-off fee of £160. 
You will then receive information on the 
next steps and how to get started. This is 
a good time either to request a mentor 
from IOSH or to start attending your local 
IOSH branch, as many of the members 
will have gone or be going through the 
same process you are embarking on.  

Once you have completed your IPD 
process, your CPD will be audited and 
you will be invited to attend a Peer 
Review Interview (PRI). This is perhaps 
the area most people are nervous about, 
which is completely normal. However, 
there are some things you can do prior 
this to support and guide you. 

Your PRI interview panel will consist of 
IOSH volunteers, who once sat in your 
seat and were probably as nervous as 
you may be. The panel made me feel 
completely welcome and at ease very 
quickly. Remember: the PRI is simply 
a confirmation you have the correct 
knowledge, skills and commitment to 
become a chartered member.

 PRIs: what are the principles? 
IOSH Staffordshire Branch conducted 
a mock PRI, which can be found by 
searching for IOSH Staffordshire on 
YouTube. This contains some general 
principles that candidates may be asked, 
as the questions in PRIs do differ. 

There’s plenty of support from IOSH, 
with Branch Mentors, the Membership 
team and the IOSH Forums. All offer 
fantastic support. One of the biggest 
pieces of advice I give anyone seeking 
advice is to ask for it, and attend your 
local IOSH branch meetings: they are 
invaluable.

Supportive and  
creative ways of  
approaching IPD

ADAM

Attaining Chartered membership of IOSH 

is one of the goals many health and 

safety professionals aspire to. Adam Reed 

cmiosh of Staffordshire Branch explains 

some supportive and creative ways 

to support you through your journey 

towards Chartered membership. 
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 When it comes to mental health,     

 soft skills can be a gamechanger,    

 writes Melaney Doyle of  

 Staffordshire Branch. 

Soft skills have the power to improve 
our personal relationships and 
mental health. They are all about 
human interaction, connection and 
communication. They are the personal 
attributes that enable someone to 
interact effectively and harmoniously 
with other people in the workplace.

One way to explain it is that hard 
skills are things like qualifications and 
occupational requirements. Soft skills 
include leadership, self-awareness 
and being aware of your influence on 
others, communication skills, emotional 
intelligence, being a good team player, 
working under pressure, good decision-
making and staying flexible. They 
involve changing the way we speak to 
people, adapting our body language 
to communicate with them in a way 
that makes them feel comfortable and 
valued, and having the intuition to know 
how they would like to be spoken to.  

Nurturing good communications is 
essential in supporting people with 
mental health issues in the workplace, 
as everyone is different and has very 
different personalities and needs. Soft 
skills enable us to focus on the person 
and make interactions supportive and 
non-judgemental.  

 Four soft skills that can help 
Developing the following soft skills can 
help us to connect with colleagues and 
others in a caring and supportive way 
that enables them to talk about stress, 
anxiety, depression, feelings of being 
overwhelmed, panic attacks and other 
symptoms of mental health that they 
otherwise might keep bottled up. 

 Listening 
This means listening actively to the other 
person to give them space to speak up 
and build trust. Remember the 80-20 
rule? Active listening is about listening 
80% of the time and only speaking 20% 
of the time. Ask follow-up questions 
and make it all about the person you’re 
with. Get comfortable with silences in 
the conversation and don’t jump in and 
fill pauses, as the person may need time 
to express themselves. The most valuable 
thing that you can give someone is 
your attention and you can encourage 
people to talk to you with guiding open 
questions like “Tell me more about that.” 

 Being accountable 
This means doing what you say you will 
do, which builds trust. So if you promise 
to follow something up, do it.

 Having emotional intelligence 
This is about being self-aware, knowing 
what you’re feeling and being aware 
of how your behaviour impacts on 
and is perceived by others. Developing 

emotional intelligence 
helps us to stay 
flexible and ‘flex’ to 
people and situations 
to meet them in 
their comfort zone. It 
also builds resilience, 
which is key to our mental health. A 
simple question that we can ask people 
is ‘How are you feeling?’ We can all learn 
to practise checking-in with ourselves 
by asking ‘what am I really feeling?’ 
and learning to be kinder to ourselves. 
Sometimes we need to take time out to 
pause, re-centre and remind ourselves 
what’s important. 

 Having empathy 
This means taking time to understand 
those around us who may have different 
viewpoints, tolerance to stress and 
pressure at work and who see things 
from a different perspective. It teaches 
us how much we have in common with 
others and increases our ability to be 
comfortable with, and relate, to others. 

Mental health issues can cause people 
to feel isolated. Using soft skills can 
enable them to talk and feel supported, 
and have a positive effect on their 
thoughts and feelings. In this modern 
age the ability to connect on a human 
level is critical, and we can all make 
a difference to our workplaces and 
colleagues by taking time to develop our 
soft skills and thinking about how we 
can use them to support one another.

Why soft skills are 
important for
good 
mental 
health

Melaney
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 How often do we really think  

 about our own safety, health and  

 wellbeing, asks IOSH Vice-  

 President Jonathan Hughes. 

Looking after  
ourselves
Looking after  
ourselves

The role of the health and safety 
professional is wide and varied. 
Gone are the days of ‘hazard 
hunters’ – the modern health and 
safety professional can be a business 
partner, strategic advisor, mentor, 
confident communicator, educator, 
coach and many more functions 
too, depending on our role in the 
organisation and the responsibilities 
we have. 

So what additional roles do modern 
safety and health professionals 
undertake? HR, risk management, 
financial risk, quality, security, facilities, 
business continuity, engagement, 
wellbeing, general risk, sustainability 
and ethical practice, to name a few. 
At the heart of all of these roles is the 
immediate and long-term physical and 
mental health, safety and wellbeing 
of the people who engage with the 
organisation – staff, contractors’, clients’, 
members of the public and so on.

Wellbeing is a key area of focus 
in health and safety. For too long 
businesses have shouted “safety” but 
whispered “health”. We now see a 
far greater emphasis on non-physical 
risk – particularly around mental health, 
and the role of the health and safety 
professional is very much central to an 
organisation’s approach to managing 
wellbeing. 

 Our pressures and stresses 
But who looks after the wellbeing of 
the safety professional? We might be 
mental health first aiders, we might be 
the ones writing or supporting wellbeing 

strategies and initiatives. But we are 
also the ones under a lot of pressure, 
working long hours, often travelling long 
distances, managing a wide and varied 
workload, dealing with challenging 
employees, sometimes dealing with very 
challenging and occasionally traumatic 
situations such as accident investigation, 
or supporting a colleague through a very 
difficult time. For those in consultancy 
or training, there is the demand for 
sales, fees and utilisation. For those self-
employed, the volatility of the market, 
wondering where the next contract is 
coming from, or clients not paying their 
invoice on time all add to the stresses 
and strains of daily life. 

 Resilient – but at risk too? 
We are generally a very resilient bunch, 
but it is entirely understandable to see 
how the health and safety professional 
could be one of the most at-risk people 
in your organisation for exposure to 
non-physical risk. Long hours, a stressful 
job, lots of travel, lack of appreciation 
from employees and management – can 
all lead to an increased risk. Sometimes 
we can easily find ourselves in negative 
environments where our own mental 
and physical wellbeing can be affected. 

 Rating ourselves 
We are so busy looking after the needs 
of other people that we can overlook 
ourselves. When was the last time you 
had a conversation about your wellbeing 
and mental health? The 2017 IOSH 
salary survey indicated that nearly 4 out 
of 5 safety professionals are satisfied 

with their jobs, which is a very high rate 
and very encouraging. However, I don’t 
recall seeing questions in industry salary 
surveys that ask us to rate our own 
mental health and wellbeing. Perhaps we 
are all fine; perhaps we are not. It would 
be interesting to shine a light across the 
profession to benchmark people’s views 
on their own health and  wellbeing. 

 Managing our own wellbeing 
There are many things we can do to help 
manage our own wellbeing, and we 
must all find time to look after ourselves. 
We have excellent opportunities to learn 
best practice and advice from the various 
trade shows and events throughout the 
year, such as the IOSH Conference. While 
we are organising wellbeing events in 
our workplace, make sure we find time 
to actually participate in them. Often the 
organiser of an event or initiative is so 
busy running things that they rarely find 
time to actually take part.

As a profession we have some 
excellent networks around us, and the 
branches and groups at IOSH are a great 
example. They provide members with 
the opportunity to network, meet peers, 
and develop a positive environment in 
which to talk and share tips and advice. 

We’re all very busy. We have very 
demanding but rewarding roles, and 
while we are here to look after the 
health, safety and wellbeing of our 
colleagues, let’s make sure we don’t lose 
focus on our own wellbeing. The best 
way to keep others healthy, safe and 
well, is to keep ourselves healthy, safe 
and well. 

Jonathan



06 Networks news

We have been active practitioners, 
ensuring compliance is met and best 
practice applied for a very long time 
– 45 years, to be exact, since the 
Health and Safety at Work etc Act 
1974 was introduced. 

We see very many different ways of 
promoting good health and safety. We 
have also seen some bad examples 
of this too which have led to a lot of 
undesired events taking place, and in 
some cases deaths.

 Old-school health and safety 
We often hear about how people use 
the phrase “you can’t do that” or 
“you need to do it like this because of 
health and safety” in order to get a task 
completed or for someone to comply in 
a certain way. In workplaces I have been 

part of, this phrase has been used more 
times than I would like to remember, 
but I am sure I am not alone on this.

I truly believe that when someone 
needs to do a certain task in a certain 
way or for a certain reason, there 
must be a better way of relaying 
that message, like explaining the 
requirements rather than using a 
negative enabling phrase.

Let’s be honest here: those who 
recite that phrase either want you 
to do what they have asked for their 
own self-gratification or clearly don’t 
understand the subject enough to give 
you a detailed reason to do what they 
are asking. 

We have all been there and said to 
our colleagues “where is your high viz?” 
or “where is your hard hat?” If you look 

back on the times you have said this, 
or have heard this being said, can you 
honestly say that it has made the person 
being told feel good about themselves? 
This “negative enforcement” is old-
school health and safety. Although not 
wrong when it comes to policing safety, 
this approach will never improve your 
safety culture, as these comments and 
phrases can be seen as implied threats 
of an impending series of consequences.

Safety being managed in this way 
has yielded some great statistics and 
reductions in accidents and incidents, 
but it is for sure a reduction by chance 
and not choice, as safety itself is not 
being valued. It is just a rule that 
is being adhered to because of the 
relentless policing by the old-school 
health and safety manager.

Behavioural safety – 
changing a culture

From your editor

MARK
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About Mark
Mark James is currently 
the Group Health 
Safety Security and 
Environmental (HSSE) 
Manager for a global 
organisation – Fortune 

Brands Home and Security. 
His current responsibilities 
incorporate the standard 
duties of any other 
safety practitioner, but 
in addition to this he is  

the Group Lead on the 
organisation’s values-
based safety programme, 
in which it has developed 
a supervisor leadership 
programme.

As well as his work 
activities, he is the Chair 
of the IOSH Staffordshire 
Branch and is a member 
of the IOSH Council.

 New approach to health and safety  
 – positive reinforcement 
At the start of my career in health 
and safety, I was faced with a culture 
that was built on implied threats and 
enforced with the fear of negative 
consequences, so I decided to take a 
different approach to try and make a 
difference the right way: by choice, not 
chance.

As a young practitioner I was looking 
for ways and methods that I could use 
to improve the safety culture within the 
organisation I was working for. I was up 
against an army of operations, focused 
only on getting the products through 
the door to meet their KPIs. How could 
I ever convert a group of individuals 
who did not give health and safety a 
moment’s thought ahead of their KPIs 
and objectives?

I realised that I needed to start from 
the ground and work my way up. I 
knew that the most important asset in 
the organisation was the employees 
and I needed to make all of them feel 
valued and appreciated. 

My first point of call was the 
management team. I needed to provide 
them with some safety leadership 
training, a training programme that 
would help them identify their level 
of understanding and application of 
safety. “I used the Bradley Curve to 
figure this one out with the team”. 
Once they had accepted their safety-
focused behaviours, we could move on 
to providing them with some effective 
leadership training.

From your editor

The March 2019 edition of IOSH Magazine contains a special 
supplement on health and wellbeing – definitely worth a read.

There were no easy or quick 
wins here. The leadership training 
programme would take me a year to 
complete with the supervisors and 
the management team, but it would 
teach them the values of safety, a new 
indicative approach to creating a zero-
by-choice culture.

The programme was split into several 
topics, each providing a new arsenal of 
tools for them to use and develop their 
newly-found leadership approach. It was 
clear that improved safety by positive 
leadership was the only way forward for 
the current safety culture to change.

The foundations of my programme 
did not require me to reinvent the 
wheel, just to realign thinking. A few of 
the tools that I used were 
- the Bradley curve – a tool 

managers could now use to identify 
the behaviours of employees (from 
reactive safety to interdependent 
safety) in various departments; 

- the power of vision – having now 
identified a vison for them to work 
towards, they could now create 
mini-vision statements for their 
employees to work towards; and 

- employee engagement – getting 
supervisors and managers to interact 
positively with the employees on 
the shop floor and setting clear 
guidelines for setting employee 
engagement.

Some of the behaviours that I wanted 
to encourage were
- instilling a sense of ownership
- investing in employees’ future 

growth
- involving employees in the safety 

programme
- providing ongoing training for 

employees
- facilitating two-way communication
- recognising employees
- gaining employee feedback for 

continuous improvement.

After giving the supervisors and 
management teams the tools 
to become more refined and 
focused safety leaders with a clear 
understanding of value-based safety, it 
was now time for me to start building 
this same infrastructure for all of the 
personnel on the shop floor. I could 
now see the safety leadership team 
making positive observations, providing 
“positive reinforcement” as opposed 
to their leadership style prior to the 
programme being initiated.

I learned a great lesson along my 
journey in understanding how to 
change a culture: an organisation’s best 
and most valuable asset is its employees.

I have communicated one key 
message across my organisation, and 
that is “It takes a team, do what’s right, 
work together and get results”.
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Investigations form a normal part of 
the role of many health and safety 
managers and advisors. Common 
requests include “can you look into 
this injury?”, “just investigate this 
incident” or “just report back on 
the recent ill-health case Company 
X has had”. But what happens when 
you are asked to investigate the 
events leading to multiple injuries 
or a fatality? Or when it’s your own 
company that is under investigation 
by others because of an incident, 
and all your witness statements and 
procedures are being analysed? 

What help is available for you and 
your investigation team? Or for the 
witnesses and workmates? What is your 
escape or release from the pressure 
and stress that this type of investigation 
brings? Legally, in the UK, a company 
is supposed to look after your health 
under the Health and Safety at Work 
etc Act. But when you are asked to 
investigate a serious incident, your own 
health may not be the first concern. 

With the current focus on mental 
health, how can a company help those 
carrying out the investigation? Good 
company procedures can help set out a 
framework, but how do you know they 
will work and support those involved? 
Testing this type of support network 
isn’t something that’s easy to do, but 
there is support out there, if you know 
where to look. 

 Provision for support 
Where I work, at Network Rail, we are 
very lucky: we do have provision for 
support. But this only came about after 
a fatality where Network Rail did not 
perform as expected. The Rail Accident 
Investigation Board (RAIB) report 
into Scott Dobson’s death at Saxilby 
stated that some of the witnesses had 
felt even more traumatised by the 
questioning being conducted and by 
the investigators’ apparent detachment. 
This resulted in a recommendation to 
review the competence of investigator 
teams and others brought into the 
investigation, along with empathy and 
support training for those investigating 
fatalities.

Now professional investigation lead 
officers in investigation teams have 
modern training to deal with trauma. 
There is internal support for those 
carrying out the investigation, often 
working with regulatory bodies such 
as the RAIB so witnesses suffer less 
trauma. External support is available 
to all investigators and operatives 
through Validium, Network Rail’s own 
occupational health provider. We work 
closely with the Samaritans on our 
“station end” campaigns. As a former 
Samaritan, I appreciate the help and 
support that’s offered and how effective 
that support can be, providing an 
outlet and a chance to talk to someone 
without judgement. 

Has it worked? Well, talking with 
the Senior Lead Investigator for 
Network Rail, Roger Long, the fatality 
investigation team in Scotland was very 
well supported with specialist help and 
advice at the scene, not just for the 
investigation team but also for anyone 
who felt they had been affected. This 
was provided by the contractor and 
backed up by Validium. It’s a step 
forward in understanding this type of 
stress and pressure – after all, we react 
in different ways to different situations. 

So think of this as a great time to 
review your company’s support for 
serious or fatal investigations and have 
a clear strategy on where proper advice 
can be sought. And remember you 
can always call the Samaritans, free 
of charge, 24 hours a day, 365 days a 
year. You don’t have to be suicidal to 
call them.

Samaritans …  
Can I help you?

KEITH

Samaritans, a registered 
charity, provides support to 
anyone in emotional distress 
or at risk of suicide in the UK 
and Ireland, through its free 
telephone helpline, 116 123. 
Its international network is 
Befrienders Worldwide. In the 
UK Samaritans offers training 
services to businesses:  
www.samaritans.org/corporate/
workplace-training 

 Yes, I think so. I am carrying out an  

 investigation into a worker death on the  

 railway… Keith Morey suggests what to do  

 when you need a friendly voice to talk to. 

http://www.samaritans.org/corporate/workplace-training
http://www.samaritans.org/corporate/workplace-training
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A mental health toolkit –

promoting good 
mental health
 Mental health and mental wellbeing are a central part of many health and safety strategies in business  

 today, but if you’re setting out to develop a mental health and wellbeing strategy where do you start?  

 Keith Hole and Lucy Pritchard of the IOSH Construction Group explain. 

We all have mental health, just like we 
all have physical health. In the same 
way, there is a range of conditions 
which can affect our mental health. We 
all have times when we feel down or 
stressed or frightened. Most of the time 
those feelings pass. But sometimes they 
develop into a more serious problem – 
and it could happen to any one of us. 
We react in different ways to the same 
stimulus and no one response is correct 
or incorrect. 

Mental health is one of the key areas 
of the Construction Group’s three-
year strategy. It was included as it is 
a particular issue for the construction 
industry and requested by our members. 

 Men especially at risk 
Statistics from Unite show that, in the 
UK, the construction industry is still 
dominated by men, with women making 
up only 11% of the workforce. Out on 
site, 99% of construction workers are 
men and it has been shown that men are 
three times more likely than women to 
take their own life.

More than 1,400 construction workers 
took their own lives between 2011 and 
2015, a figure that is much higher than 
other occupations and needs highlighting 
to the public and employers. 

Low job security, low pay and long 
hours of work in construction provide a 
perfect environment for the conditions 
which can lead to mental health 
problems. This is coupled with the 
traditional macho nature of the industry 

where men are much less likely to come 
forward and ask for help or admit they 
have a problem – perceived as a sign 
of weakness. The peripatetic nature of 
the work reduces easy access to health 
services and social support structures, 
leaving many men with nowhere to turn.

Society in general often depicts men as 
disposable, a well-known example being 
the sinking of the Titanic, where lifeboat 
seats were given to the women, while 
the men stayed on board to drown. The 
richest men had a lower survival rate 
than the poorest women.

 A toolkit for all industries? 
When the Construction Group reviewed 
the wealth of information that is 
available online we realised that there 
was an opportunity to provide members 
with easy access to a single resource 
containing statistics and key links. The 
committee identified the applicability 
of a one-page document, designed for 
construction and other industries with 
similar demographics. 

The toolkit we have developed 
can be used to identify where 
elements of your mental health / 
wellbeing could be affected and 
provides links to the many sources 
of information and help available. 
If you are interested in learning 
more, each of the organisations 
listed can be contacted and will 
be able to provide advice. The 
toolkit is on the Construction 
Group microsite. 

There are also training courses 
available to individuals who want to 
learn more about supporting good 
mental health and about identifying 
the warning signs in others, such as 
mental health awareness and mental 
health first aider training. The IOSH 
Managing Occupational Health and 
Wellbeing course is designed to provide 
managers with tools and techniques to 
improve health and wellbeing across 
their organisations. The qualification will 
help them to become line managers who 
truly care about their teams and become 
‘go-to’ people for employees who may 
be struggling.

There is a wealth of information 
available help understand how to 
promote good mental health in your 
organisation and support friends, 
family and colleagues through the 
challenges they may face, but it is worth 
remembering that something as simple 
as just asking if someone is OK can be 
enough to get things started.

KEITHLUCY
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Mental wellbeing –  
the critical focus
 Simon Hatson cfiosh discusses  

 how his company, Aquaterra  

 Energy, has tackled the issue of  

 staff wellbeing. 

Wellbeing can have detrimental effects 
on individuals and organisations alike, 
if not suitably addressed. However, it 
can also offer benefits to all if designed, 
delivered and communicated effectively.   

My organisation is an engineering 
company servicing the offshore oil and 
gas industry. Many of our staff work in 
remote locations. As a business we have 
for a long time been making available a 
diverse range of facilities and activities 
to our people. In isolation these could 
be seen as “benefits” or “nice things 
to do” which many companies include 
in their formal wellbeing programmes. 
It was only relatively recently that we 
decided to carry out a review.  

We created a wellbeing committee, 
bringing together HR and the health, 
safety and environment team as well 
as members of the staff forum and the 
sports, social and charities committee, 
to discuss the risks to our people and 
assess the current provisions in place. 
We worked out three categories of risk 
and existing provision. 

 Mental, financial and  
 physical wellbeing 
As with many businesses, the 
organisation’s Employee Assistance 
Programme is available to all employees, 
their immediate family members and 
contractors. It has been offering support 
to employees on some mental wellbeing 
aspects, such as relationship issues, 
stress and anxiety, gambling issues and 
domestic abuse. It also provides advice 
and guidance on retirement or tax 
issues. The provision of regular
pension surgeries through professionals 

visiting our offices has always been very 
popular. The challenge, as always with 
any control for any OHS risk, is to ensure 
that people continue to use it and that it 
remains suitable for the risk as it evolves.

Additionally, and always previously 
classified as an employee benefit, 
provisions like cycle-to-work schemes, 
gym memberships, along with 
established provision such as five-a-side 
football, weekly running clubs and mini-
medicals, support the physical side of 
our wellbeing triangle.

 Dealing with a genuine risk 
The critical focus for us remains mental 
wellbeing, a genuine risk to our 
business and people. Unsurprisingly, 
this element of the wellbeing review 
required a notable level of focus and 
support. Thankfully support was 
available from some key external 
bodies. As a member of our local 
Engineering Training Board, we were 
able to hold discussions with the 
local branch of MIND to discuss our 
challenges as an organisation and 
industry, and to identify what provisions 
we could and should be considering, 
as well as opportunities for support 
through training and education.

The outputs of the review into 
existing provisions and potential future 
options for our employee wellbeing 
were presented to the rest of the 
Board of Directors. There was little 
surprise on the potential risk that poor 

employee wellbeing could pose to the 
organisation. What did surprise our 
board were the activities and provisions 
that were already in place to support 
our teams before the current focus 
on wellbeing. More surprising was 
the support available to us from local 
organisations.

 A good start 
As a result of the review and ongoing 
discussions internally and with our local 
support networks, we launched our 
2019 wellbeing programme, bringing 
these aspects together for the first time. 

Efforts are continuing to raise 
awareness of both the risks and support 
available to our staff. Our monthly OHS 
focus topic is mental health, introducing 
several activities in the coming weeks. 
The annual programme to support our 
staff includes:
- awareness
- core activities 
- external training
- national and international 

campaigns
- online training
- sports, social and charity events.
Awareness training for managers and 
supervisors will increase organisational 
understanding and encourage 
suggestions for improvements and 
additions to what is currently planned. 
There is always scope – and certainly 
an appetite – for more, but we believe 
we’ve made a good start.

SIMON
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 The PIPER Initiative – Partnership for Innovative Practitioner  

 Engagement in Research – was launched in June 2014 between IOSH  

 London Metropolitan Branch, Middlesex University and the University  

 of Greenwich. Anne Isaacs and Maeve O’Loughlin report on its  

 achievements to date. 

The aim of the collaboration was to 
facilitate engagement of organisations in 
occupational health and safety research. 
Each year IOSH’s London Metropolitan 
Branch hosts an evening reception and 
seminar to celebrate the initiative’s 
success.

Following short presentations from 
Maeve O’Loughlin, senior lecturer 
at Middlesex University, and various 
speakers from industry, the winner of the 
annual IOSH PIPER Initiative competition 
is presented with an award of a paid 
work placement and the opportunity 
to present their research findings to the 
wider profession. 

 What is the PIPER initiative? 
The initiative was a strategic response 
to provide leadership in supporting the 
development of the occupational safety 
and health profession.

Under the joint direction of Maeve 
O’Loughlin and Nigel Burgess, former 
chair of the branch, the partnership 
has seen the development and 
implementation of a process for 
organisations to partner with universities 
to host MSc-level research and OSH 
support work.  

Providing evidence-based and cost-
efficient support for organisations 
through MSc research is core to the 
strategy, which was approved by 
IOSH in May 2014 and integrated as 
a core element of the branch strategy. 
Each year, a programme of research is 
agreed between organisations and MSc 
student researchers through workshops 
facilitated by the branch. Academic 
support is provided at the workshops to 
support project scoping.

This process has been successful in its 
ability to match researchers to specific 

occupational health and safety concerns 
while also planning for the further 
development of their skills in research 
and practice. It has also helped to agree 
project expectations and a greater 
understanding of the research process in 
these organisations.

The initiative has seen students 
support companies such as Crossrail, BP, 
Transport for London, Thames Water, ISS, 
the Royal Opera House, Ipsen and others 
in sectors such as health, construction 
and local authorities, with various types 
of research and projects pursued.

 Benefits for all concerned 
Outcomes of the initiative have 
demonstrated great value to both 
MSc researchers and organisations. 
All students involved have reported 
benefiting from experiencing work-
based research and the employability 
skills that this brings. They have also 
reported satisfaction in addressing real 
organisational challenges through their 
academic work. Organisations have 
reported a variety of benefits relating 
to supporting improvement of their 
occupational health and safety practices.

Nigel Burgess, former chair of the 
IOSH London Metropolitan branch, 
who facilitated the development of the 
initiative, highlights: “Most importantly, 
we see PIPER as an evolving initiative 
and are fully committed to this being a 
long-term partnership to help fulfil the 
vision of a world of work that is safe, 
healthy and sustainable. The branch has 
always maintained an outward focus and 
is passionate to further the profession 
through evidence-based research in 
support of health and safety practice in 
London and the wider area.”

Former branch chair, Sue Manthorpe, 

echoes this sentiment: “It is inspiring to 
see future practitioners challenging the 
status quo through research that allows 
efforts to be focussed on solutions which 
lead to improvements and support a safe 
work environment for all. The branch 
remains committed to supporting this 
initiative into the future.”

Anne Isaacs, the current branch chair 
and a former student of Middlesex 
University, says to new students “what a 
wonderful opportunity this is to engage 
directly with businesses whilst carrying 
out valuable research. I wish this was 
around when I was studying.”

If you would like to know more about 
the PIPER initiative or you’d like to access 
free research as part of the new research 
programme see the IOSH London 
Metropolitan Branch webpage or email 
piper@ioshnetworks.co.uk. You can also 
view an interview about the initiative: 
https://vimeo.com/292978388.

PIPER – a collaborative initiative

MAEVEANNE

How well is Networks 
news doing?

It’s been three 
years since we 
published the 
first edition of 
Networks news, 
with the objective 
of encouraging 
IOSH volunteers 
to share practice 
and motivational 
stories. How far 
do you think this 
has this been achieved? 

Tell us what you think by 
completing the short survey at 
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/
CBCYDXD, by 31 May 2019.

https://vimeo.com/292978388
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/CBCYDXD
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/CBCYDXD
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Return to work 
following spinal surgery
Following an injury in 2018, Darren 
McDonald cmiosh, Chair of IOSH’s 
Health and Social Care Group, was 
told that he needed urgent spinal 
surgery. Professionally, he’d drafted 
many return-to-work policies. What 
was it like to experience such a 
policy at first-hand?

My initial concern was regarding my 
recovery. I was also anxious if I would 
even be able to return to my job, as it 
requires a significant amount of driving.

I informed my line manager of my 
situation and was immediately reassured 
that he would support me wherever 
necessary during this period, which 
relieved my anxieties straight away. This 
allowed me to focus on my recovery.

The six-stage system implemented by 
my employers reflects the HSE’s guidance 
on managing sickness absence and 
getting people back to work. 

 Recording sickness absence 
A third party organisation was used to 
record the sickness absence online from 
day one and ensured that other stages 
were recorded and managed throughout 
the absence.

 Keeping in contact with  
 the employee 
This is important, as it is easy to feel 
detached from the workplace. My line 
manager kept in weekly contact with 
me to check on my progress, and to 
update the recording system regularly. 
He asked if there was anything that he 

could do for me and reassured me. It 
was useful to be kept up to date with 
important issues in the organisation. 
I felt completely supported by my line 
manager.

 Planning and undertaking  
 workplace adjustments 
This stage of the return-to-work process 
allows consideration of adjustments to 
the workplace and the employee’s work. 
The consultant surgeon had advised me 
on estimated timescales and activities – 
significantly for me, driving. We planned 
and agreed that my initial return to 
work would be phased for the first 
three weeks. I would meet with my line 
manager weekly to review this and make 
any adjustments. 

We agreed that for this period I would 
be based at the offices nearest my house: 
a very short drive. We also agreed that 
after this, any travelling should be done 
by train or taxi.

 Using professional or other advice 
Before returning to work you may need 
advice from other professionals and 
access to support and treatment, such as 
occupational therapy.

I was given an occupational health 
appointment with a doctor who was 
experienced with my particular injury. 
The doctor was very understanding and 
gave a detailed report to my employer, 
supporting the adjustments to be made 
to my work, along with measures 
such as taking breaks and physical 

provisions such as seating. I had frequent 
meetings with my surgeon to check my 
recovery and progress in work. Weekly 
physiotherapy sessions strengthened and 
improved my mobility and flexibility.

 Agreeing and reviewing a  
 return-to-work plan 
Discussing a return-to-work plan too 
soon may put pressure on the employee 
to return. Leaving it too late may 
damage their confidence to return. The 
HSE recommends carrying this out three 
or four weeks into the absence. I met 
with my line manager and we agreed a 
realistic and supportive phased approach. 
The plan was documented, recorded in 
the absence system and reviewed weekly 
to check that it was still suitable and 
sufficient – or if further amendments 
were needed.

 Co-ordinating the return-to-work  
 process 
Where a number of professionals provide 
advice or treatment, it may be useful to 
appoint a case manager or co-ordinator 
to ensure the smooth running of the 
return-to-work process. My line manager 
carried this out with the third party 
system and ensured my progress was 
reviewed regularly.

I feel that the policy was implemented 
appropriately and gave a comprehensive 
approach to my return to work. It is 
satisfying to know that systems and 
policies we implement are effective – 
and certainly make a difference.

DARREN


