
A Case Study 

Supporting a 
diverse workforce 
during Covid-19 
and beyond

Background

West Lothian Council has a workforce of 
8,400 employees across a range of services, 
including schools, social work, housing/
building maintenance, cleansing/refuse 
collection, catering, cleaning, environmental 
services and a range of support services. 

It is a challenging working environment, 
varying from sedentary tasks to roles 
that require lots of repetitive movements, 
sustained positions and manual handling 
tasks. These demands can cause employees 
to be at higher risk of musculoskeletal 
disorders, potentially causing them to be 
placed on modified duties. 

Whilst the Council had a mental and 
behaviour employee assistance programme, 
they were looking for a process to help 
manage musculoskeletal absence. The 
previous model wasn’t very flexible being 
all face to face with no telephone triage, 
resulting in long waiting times and missed 
appointments. They wanted a new approach, 
flexible to the Council’s needs, with minimum 
impact on productivity, reducing triage time 
and absence rates. 

Aims

Connect Health partnered with West Lothian 
Council in June 2019 and provide an onsite 
and virtual occupational health physiotherapy 
service:
• to reduce musculoskeletal disorder 

(MSD) absence rates due to the nature 
of the employees work and the ageing 
workforce in some areas. 

• provide a more pro-active approach to 
West Lothian Council’s physiotherapy 
service to focus on prevention rather than 
treatment. 

West Lothian Council 

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH

       Here at the Council, we work 
continuously to support employees 
to achieve and maintain healthy 
working lives. We have implemented 
a proactive and supportive approach 
to attendance management that 
focuses on employee wellbeing to 
ensure our employees are the best 
they can be. The Connect Health 
model really stood out, it just 
seemed to fit. What Connect was 
able to offer was a cut above any 
other service I’ve seen.

Vera Bole, HR Senior Advisor at West 
Lothian Council, who has worked at the 
Council for 18 years.

Summary outcomes
• Absence overall and musculoskeletal 

(MSK) absences have reduced. 

• 96% employee satisfaction rating.

• West Lothian Council have fully 
utilised the investment from the 
services Connect Health have 
delivered.

• Fast access to telephone triage, 
providing treatment in a timely 
manner. 

• Excellent tools and resources, 
exercises and video support. 

• Phenomenal management 
information and innovative ideas.
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Challenges

• With the diverse range of services within the Council, there was a huge contrast in 
requirements, from keyworkers and onsite essential services e.g. care home workers and 
waste services, to office based staff working from home.

• Due to the circumstances, employees had been initially working from coffee and dining room 
tables. Advice on workplace set up, posture and movement has been hugely beneficial.

• Sedentary behaviour and lack of movement was an issue due to lockdown restrictions.  
Some employees had the added challenge of childcare and home schooling.

Added challenges due to Covid 

Workforce absence challenges

(prior to Connect Health)The shortcomings of the previous model 

The transition to the new telephone PhysioLine service and online 
tools went smoother than I expected. A few people were sceptical, 
thinking it would not give any benefit and suggested it was a cost 
cutting exercise, but soon we were receiving lots of positive feedback.

Vera Bole, HR Senior Advisor at West Lothian Council

• The two main reasons for absence are mental health and musculoskeletal health. 

• There is a diverse workforce from manual workers to office-based staff.

• Operational services (manual skilled labour) tend to see a lot of MSK absence. 

• Care sector shows a high volume of MSK absence due to carrying out personal care. 

Covid has really highlighted the benefits of the Connect Health 
model. If we had continued with our traditional face to face model, 
we wouldn’t have been able to offer any physio support to our staff.

Vera Bole, HR Senior Advisor at West Lothian Council

Lack of flexibility No telephone 
triage

Face to face 
delivery only

Long waiting times 
resulting in prolonged 

sickness absence 

Missed 
appointments
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The solution

Management and support information provision 
Connect Health offered home working assessments for West Lothian Council employees 
working from home through the Covid-19 pandemic. Each employee received an individual 
report with additional advice on frequent breaks, the importance of movement and general tips 
on well-being. Recommendations were made regarding equipment and home set up, looking 
after the employees’ musculoskeletal health. At times, if identified, referral to occupational 
health physiotherapy was also recommended or a virtual assessment.

West Lothian Council employees had access to Connect Health’s live and recorded exercises 
and exercise classes – a popular example being Pilates for low back pain. Connect Health’s 
webinars were also made available on topics such as;
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The new service model consisted of:

The transition to the new telephone PhysioLine service and online 
tools went smoother than I expected. A few people were sceptical, 
thinking it would not give any benefit and suggested it was a cost 
cutting exercise, but soon we were receiving lots of positive feedback.

Vera Bole, HR Senior Advisor at West Lothian Council

• Fast access to occupational health physiotherapy via a dedicated telephone line.

• Subsequent appointments arranged either face to face in clinic or via telephone, dependent 
upon clinical need and employee preference.

• Employees received prompt advice and exercises via “Physitrack” – an integrated employee 
engagement solution offering home exercise prescription, video calling with live content 
streaming and educational content.

• Effective and safe return to work programmes.

• Detailed, timely and meaningful reporting.

• Effective home working

• Keeping fit through Covid

• Mental health and exercise

• Challenges of returning to work

• Osteoarthritis

• Questions to ask your physiotherapist
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Future plans
The Council has a better understanding of what to 
expect and which groups of staff need the most 
support during this critical time.  

Connect Health is now working with West Lothian 
Council on a specific exercise programme to support 
their carers at this difficult time. Specific Covid 
recovery rehabilitation has been implemented, to 
assist employees who are experiencing specific 
issues, such as fatigue and weakness.

• Virtual Exercise classes, OH Physio led 
• Webinars - variety of topics relevant 

to current environment

• Remote clinical assessments 
• Remote home workplace assessments
• Remote ergonomic risk assessments

• Self assessment triage tool 
• Telephone consultations
• Virtual & face to face appointments

• Online e-learning packages
• Face to face COVID-19 safe training

ASSESSMENT 

REHABILITATION 

TRAINING

PREVENTION 

Summary services

mailto:generalenquiries%40connecthealth.co.uk%20?subject=
http://www.connecthealth.co.uk
https://www.facebook.com/ConnectPhysiotherapy/
https://twitter.com/Connect_Health_
https://www.linkedin.com/showcase/connect-health-occupational-health


Employee stories 
Harry

PATIENT OUTCOMES

Challenges
• Harry is a school teacher within West Lothian Council.

• He was suffering with pain in his lower back, left buttock and left leg which was 
particularly bad after sitting or standing for over 10 minutes and first thing in the morning.

• He has had lower back pain for 2-3 years but felt this episode was worse than usual. 

• His pain and poor movement resulted in a fall, which required a short hospital stay. 

• He had been absent from work since the onset of his symptoms 4 weeks ago.

• Due to Covid, there were no face to face clinics or appointments at this time, so his initial 
and subsequent appointments were administered via telephone.

Treatment
• Harry was provided with exercises, education and advice for self-management of his 

symptoms.

• Harry attributed his improvements to following his exercise programme religiously, 
alongside following advice regarding the use of pain relief, heat, micro breaks of activity 
and short walks with his dog. 

• The exercise programme was progressed to incorporate further strengthening exercises. 
A gradual return to work was agreed.

Employee outcomes
• Improvement with pain levels and movements in general and a 75% improvement overall.

• 5k walk with only a mild increase to his symptoms.

• His EQ5D quality of life score shift was +0.45, way above the benchmark of +0.20 which 
is an excellent improvement.

Organisational outcomes
• Due to early intervention and collaborative working between the employee, line 

management, human resources and Connect Health, £4,000 was potentially saved due  
to reduced sickness absence and improved productivity.

The Light Box, Quorum Park,
Benton Lane, Newcastle upon Tyne,
Tyne and Wear, NE12 8EU
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occhealth@connecthealth.co.uk 
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