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Self-care: looking after number one
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A project that encourages people who visit their GPs more than necessary to take responsibility for their well-being has helped to reduce pressure on primary care and promote healthy living. Louise Hunt reports
The Self-Care for You programme was set up almost two years ago with a focus on easing pressure on primary care services. Since then, it has developed a second aim - creating healthier workplaces.

Run by the NHS Working in Partnerships Programme, the initiative, funded by the Department of Health, aims to help people improve their health and lifestyle in a non-medical way.

Set up in response to the new general medical services contract and doctors' complaints that they could not cope with growing workloads, the programme was devised to tackle so-called 'frequent flyers' who see their GPs more than necessary, as well as hard-to-reach groups such as young mothers.

Three pilot schemes are running at Oldham primary care trust, South Tyneside PCT and Bradford and Airedale teaching PCT to test whether self-care approaches can create more primary care capacity.

'It's about getting people to think differently about how they interact with the health service and take ownership of their health,' says the programme's associate trainer Paul Vaughan.

The programme consists of a six-week course with follow-up sessions. 'The first step is to take people through a process of thinking about their health,' Mr Vaughan explains. 'People often don't realise how stressed or unwell they are getting. Then we introduce a model of change and plan for how they will make those changes.'

During the course, participants will work on areas such as building confidence, managing anxiety, diet and nutrition and exercise. At the same time, they will be creating their own map of local resources that can support them in their activities. The principles of the programme could easily be extended to cover the wider population, particularly with regards to workforce issues.

The Working in Partnerships Programme is now running regional.self-care 'train the trainer' courses. The courses last two days and aim to equip staff with the theory and knowledge needed to run the programme in their own organisations.

Convincing arguments
In these times of flux and financial pressures, NHS employees are one group that will benefit from the programme, says Self-Care for People national project manager Eleanor Thomas. At the last event in London in May, two-thirds of attendees came from the NHS.

Ms Thomas, herself an NHS manager on secondment to the Working in Partnerships Programme, says: 'With all the changes in PCTs, people have felt very unsettled. Being able to manage stress and anxiety is very relevant and people are saying this is exactly what they need to motivate them.

'We are talking to NHS managers to promote health and well-being among staff. There are moral obligations on employers to improve working lives.'

An obvious aim is to reduce absences due to sickness. 'We realise there has to be a degree of sensitivity if an employee doesn't have a good health record. We don't want to frighten people into taking the course but I think it should be part of an occupational health package,' says Ms Thomas.

Helena Stone, Working in Partnerships Programme self-care project manager for primary care, adds that having staff who are better able to manage their health and stress levels, as well as more confident in handling change, are all benefits to managers.

Convincing trusts that the programme is an effective use of resources is a challenge even Ms Thomas faces in her PCT. She stresses that the programme has been designed to be as accessible as possible, with one fee for the trainer's training; then it is up to organisations to decide how it is delivered. For example, it could be offered in employees' own time. Another option would be to follow the Expert Patient Programme model, which uses volunteers.

As for the effectiveness of the pilots, Ms Thomas says interim results have been positive. Leeds Metropolitan University is evaluating the programme, including tracking how often participants are using primary care services after their 12-month follow-up. A full report is due next year.

'When we do have an evidence base, this will strengthen the argument, but from a qualitative point of view, improving people's health and well-being does seem to be producing benefits.'

For more information on the NHS Working in Partnerships Programme, visit www.wipp.nhs.uk
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