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Aim of the presentation
• Provide background and context to the evaluation.

• Highlight key evaluation findings and messages.

• Help generate ideas for increasing SME engagement with 
workplace health and wellbeing support and SME provision 
for employees.

 
• Signpost to further information and details about the 

evaluation findings.



About the evaluation



About the evaluation: Background to PHIRST
• Six Public Health Intervention Responsive Studies Teams (PHIRSTs) 

across the country.

• Based at universities and funded by National Institute for Health and Care 
Research (NIHR).

• Local authorities submit proposals to NIHR for initiatives to be evaluated - 
if successful, they are paired with a PHIRST.

• The PHIRST based at University of Hertfordshire is called ‘PHIRST 
Connect’.

• Evaluations are ‘co-produced’.                    More info: https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/  

https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/


About the evaluation: how it came about
• A range of workplace health and wellbeing support is available for Walsall 

SMEs through Walsall Council and its partners.

• Encouraging Walsall SMEs’ engagement with available workplace health 
and wellbeing support has proved challenging, particularly since the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

• Walsall Council has a commitment to improving the physical and mental 
wellbeing of residents and the local workforce (e.g., stated in Walsall 
Health and Wellbeing strategy 2019-2021 and Council Plan, 2022-2-25).

• In 2021, Walsall Council submitted a proposal to the NIHR PHIRST 
programme and was paired with PHIRST Connect.



About the evaluation: aims

Two main aims:

1) To explore the nature and extent of SMEs’ engagement with 
health and wellbeing services/support and the enablers and 
barriers to their engagement.

2) To investigate SME workforce perceptions and experiences of 
employer-provided services to support workforce health and 
wellbeing.



About the evaluation: additional details 

• Focused on SMEs with between 10 and 249 employees (no 
‘micro’ organisations).

• Took place between January 2022 and April 2023.



About the evaluation: how it was done
Four methods used to collect data (four ‘workstreams’).

• Workstream 1: Focus groups with stakeholders involved in 
encouraging SME engagement with workplace health/wellbeing 
service/support. (x3)

• Workstream 2: Survey of Walsall based SMEs with 10-249 
employees. (103 completed surveys)

• Workstream 3: Interviews with SMEs. (x8)

• Workstream 4: Interviews with SME employees. (x8)



Findings and key messages



Findings and key messages: Overview

• Broad range of findings – summarised on the following slides

• More detailed findings will be available from:
https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-workplace-health-and-
wellbeing-support-in-walsall-small-and-medium-sized-enterprises-smes/ 

https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-workplace-health-and-wellbeing-support-in-walsall-small-and-medium-sized-enterprises-smes/
https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-workplace-health-and-wellbeing-support-in-walsall-small-and-medium-sized-enterprises-smes/


Findings and key messages: 
Focus groups with stakeholders 



Focus groups with stakeholders – some key messages

• A range of workplace health and wellbeing support is available for Walsall 
based SMEs, but it can be difficult to encourage SMEs to take up support.

• Key barriers to uptake include: lack of awareness of available support; low 
prioritisation of workplace health and wellbeing; fear of negative 
consequences of engaging; and practical barriers (e.g., lack of 
organisational resources).

• Publicity and messaging is important for encouraging SME engagement 
with support - messaging should use accessible, business friendly 
language; tangible examples of business benefits are also useful.



Findings and key messages: 
Survey of Walsall based SMEs 
with 10-249 employees 



Survey of SMEs – some key points

• 75% of SMEs stated that they had not made use of any of the four main 
types of free support offered by Walsall council and its partners in the past 
12 months

• Most common reason for not accessing: “Because we were not aware that 
support existed”.

• We asked about workplace health and wellbeing practice and support 
offered to employees (following slides).



Survey of SMEs – some key points
Support provided by SMEs for their employees (n = 103)
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Survey of SMEs – some key points
• Workplace health and wellbeing practice/support offered for staff - some 

statistically significant differences identified (e.g., based on size of 
organisation, workforce composition, sector, unionisation, and internal 
coordination of workplace health and wellbeing).

• The types of support most frequently required: mental health awareness 
support for staff; NHS health checks; support with identifying wellbeing 
needs of staff; and wellbeing workshops.

• Attitude to workplace health and wellbeing: 10 items. Average (mean) 
scores suggest positive ‘attitude to workplace health and wellbeing’.



Findings and key messages: 
Interviews with SMEs



Interviews with SMEs – some key points
• Findings support our survey findings - lack of knowledge and 

awareness of the support on offer is a key barrier to SME take-up. 

• Key barriers to SMEs’ provision of support for staff include: 
perceptions that there is little staff need; lack of a key person to drive 
provision; and lack of knowledge of how best to support employee 
wellbeing.

“I’ve never come across anyone who has ever been talking about it [workplace health and 
wellbeing offer] or never mentioned it.” (SME participant)



Interviews with SMEs – some key points

• Where SMEs stated a firm commitment to supporting employee 
wellbeing, SMEs’ key reasons include: employers recognising the 
business case; employee wellbeing being part of organisational 
culture; and SMEs responding to specific occupational needs.

• Some employees may be especially unlikely to engage with support 
(e.g., those working offsite or those reluctant to disclose their support 
needs) and additional effort may be required to engage them.



Findings and key messages: 
Interviews with SME employees



Interviews with SME employees – some key points
• Employers’ communications with employees about their support needs 

tend to take the form of informal, ad hoc chats and discussions; more 
dedicated, systematic assessment of needs is likely to better highlight 
employee support requirements.

• Some employees will only access support to remedy an issue or need; 
increasing employee awareness of the benefits of routine engagement 
with workplace health and wellbeing support might help to encourage 
engagement.

• Most employees felt that if they had a particular need their employer would 
attempt to support them, although some highlighted sectors where they felt 
less importance was placed on workplace wellbeing.



Interviews with SME employees – some key points

• Employer-provided support can make a difference to employees – for 
some, the support they had received had a significant positive impact on 
their health-related behaviour or wellbeing.

• SME wellbeing provision varies due to factors such as the busyness of the 
SME and the personal values and priorities of senior management; 
embedded workplace health and wellbeing culture and practice appear to 
help promote consistency of provision.

“I haven’t really experienced anything like bereavement or 
anything like serious...but I just know like had, if I needed time 
I’m sure [management] would’ve been like supportive.” 
(Employee participant)



In summary



In summary
• Our findings suggest that the workplace health and wellbeing support available to 

SMEs in Walsall is broadly sufficient to meet SMEs’ needs but that a lack of 
knowledge and awareness is a major barrier to SMEs’ engagement.

• The evaluation identified other barriers to SMEs’ engagement and factors that 
would help mitigate them (highlighted on the ‘Barriers and Facilitators’ 
infographic).

• The evaluation highlighted three ‘levels’ of engagement important in achieving 
longer term workplace health and wellbeing objectives: 1) SME engagement with 
the workplace health and wellbeing support offer; 2) SME provision of support for 
employees; and 3) employee uptake of employer-provided support.



In summary
• The contribution of multiple partners and stakeholders is likely to be 

required to address the three ‘levels’ of engagement.

• SME support requirements are varied and our findings suggest that a 
flexible workplace health and wellbeing offer, that can be tailored to meet 
the diverse needs of SMEs, is important for encouraging take-up of 
support.



Project outputs



Project outputs
• Ten recommendations.

• A range of infographics.

• Outputs will be available at:
https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-workplace-health-and-
wellbeing-support-in-walsall-small-and-medium-sized-enterprises-smes/ 

• Academic journal article/s to follow.

https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-workplace-health-and-wellbeing-support-in-walsall-small-and-medium-sized-enterprises-smes/
https://phirst.nihr.ac.uk/evaluations/an-evaluation-of-workplace-health-and-wellbeing-support-in-walsall-small-and-medium-sized-enterprises-smes/


Questions to consider
• What evaluation findings are most relevant to your work and the work of 

your team? 

• How can you or your team contribute to delivering the evaluation 
recommendations?



Thank you for listening.

This evaluation is funded by the NIHR PHIRST (NIHR133206). The views expressed are those of the 
author(s) and not necessarily those of the NIHR or the Department of Health and Social Care.
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