
RESOURCES & DELIVERING VALUE SCRUTINY BOARD
3rd DECEMBER 2015

MINUTES

Present: Cllrs K Hawkins (Chairman), J Burn, S Davis, R Holt, Mrs J Hulland, J Ryan, Mrs A 
Sandison and J Windmill (sub for Cllr O’Kane)

Witnesses:     Nick Page, Chief Executive
Ian Mills, Acting Head of Business Change
Louise Baggott, Managed Growth Transformation Project Manager
Adrian Cattell, Head of Human Resources

                    
Support Samantha Gilbert, Assistant Director of Finance & Property Services
Officers: Roy Eaton, Senior Scrutiny Officer          

 
Apologies:      Cllrs C O’Kane and M Sheridan

The Board wished Cllr Sheridan a speedy recovery from a recent operation. 

1. DECLARATIONS OF PECUNIARY OR CONFLICTS OF INTEREST

          None submitted.

2.       QUESTIONS AND DEPUTATIONS

 None submitted. 

3.       MINUTES

The Board received the minutes of the meeting held on 3rd November 2015. 

RESOLVED
That the minutes of the meeting held on 3rd November 2015 be agreed as a correct 
record. 

4. THE SOLIHULL WAY  

The Board considered the report of the Acting Head of Business Change and Managed 
Growth Transformation Project Manager with regard to the continuous improvement work 
within The Solihull Way, one of the Key Programmes within the Delivering Value Priority.

The report outlined the context for The Solihull Way, its areas of focus or tactics and the 
pursuit of “The Seven Steps to Operational Management”. A presentation was given in 
support of the report, the headlines being: -

 Witnesses described the support given to service re-design in Children’s Social Work 
including shadowing and workshops, introducing teams to lean thinking, new ways of 
working and continuous improvement. Reference was made to the use of handheld IT 
facilities at home visits. It was argued that small changes aggregated across the 
service had resulted in improved management of case loads.

 Each workshop held often resulted in 20-30 specific actions to be pursued by the 
service team with the support of Business Change.

 Improvement in staff morale had been noted as part of the business change process.
 The process of integration between the Council, Police and Solihull Community 

Housing was explained including some tangible benefits.
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 The “Seven Steps to Operational Management”, outlined in the report, was described 
in more detail.

The following issues were raised: -

 A Member expressed concern that whilst the report and presentation demonstrated the 
intended benefits of the approach, the information given was light on tangible 
outcomes. Witnesses affirmed that this detail could be supplied. An example was 
given at the meeting, of an integrated approach between the Council’s Licensing Team 
and the Police that had resulted in a saving of £80k. It was suggested that Board 
Members would benefit from observing a live case.

 In response to a question, witnesses described how the Council, the Police and 
Solihull Community Housing had started to work in a more integrated way, through 
shared systems and data and weekly tasking meetings. Reference was made to feed 
back received on more joined up working within Children’s Services, suggesting that 
this had boosted staff morale and retention.

 A Member commented that the success of these approaches demanded strong 
leadership from the top and a committed workforce but relied heavily on the leadership 
of “middle managers”. Witnesses advised that support to leaders towards continuous 
improvement had initially focussed on senior managers but the next wave would pick 
up middle managers.

 A Member commented on the cost of managing “failure demand” and the desire to 
eliminate it through consistently getting the service request right first time. Witnesses 
referred to “process mapping” with a view to the elimination of waste and proving value 
to the customer. A project team had been established to specifically review failure 
demand.

 Witnesses affirmed that the “7 Steps” was applied across a whole team with a view to 
ensuring that all steps were covered.

 A Member supported earlier comments that the report was difficult to scrutinise in that 
much of the commentary was not evidenced. Further, it was not helpful that the report 
had been written on the Council’s decision-making report template which was not 
appropriate given the powers and role of Scrutiny.

RESOLVED
i) That the report be received and the Board notes the continuous improvement 
activity and the use of the “7 Steps” within the Solihull Way,
ii) That arrangements be made for Board Members to observe a workshop on a 
live case, and
iii) That following the workshop attendance, the Board receive a further detailed 
report relating to “failure demand” and quantifiable benefits and outcomes through 
the Solihull Way Programme.

5. SICKNESS ABSENCE 

The Board considered the report of the Head of Human Resources giving an update on 
the Council’s performance in relation to the management of employee’s sickness absence. 

The witness highlighted the following from his report: -

 The most contributory factor to the level of sickness was the rate of 16.4 days per FTE 
in Adult Social Care (ASC). Whilst accepting this was high, traditionally it had been 
high owing to the type of work. 
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 The Council’s target had remained at 8.7 days per FTE but the average sickness 
absence figure published by the Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development, 
upon which it was originally based, had fallen to 7.9 days.

 It was accepted that a sickness figure over 8 days was still too high and when 
compared with local Mets, Solihull’s sickness rate was the third highest.

 Long term sickness accounted for approx. 60% of Solihull’s total and the single biggest 
cause of absence continued to be mental health issues which accounted for 31.58% of 
absence.

 The witness expanded on the range of actions instigated by the Corporate Leadership 
Team, in view of the current sickness levels, core details of which were set in the 
submitted report.

The following issues were raised: -

 A Member expressed concern that given the single biggest cause of absence was 
mental health issues, there appeared to be little in the range of actions detailed in the 
report intended to address this cause. The witness referred to the review of the 
Council’s Stress Risk Assessment Questionnaire particularly in regard of non-work 
related mental health absence; the availability of the employee help line and the 
continued regular contact as to the employee’s needs including, for example, phased 
return to work. It was noted that in some cases, through Occupational Health 
assessment, cognitive behaviour treatment had been used.

 In response to questions, the witness explained the self certification process and that 
this process may allow for some non-genuine sickness certification. However, 
contrarily many staff were proud of their attendance record and might come into work 
although not really fit to do so. It was noted that in some areas of the Council good 
attendance was recognised through an attendance certificate and this would contribute 
to an employee feeling valued.

 A Member commented that given the issues documented in some of the higher 
pressure service areas, particularly in ASC, the issues should be subject to a more 
detailed examination. The Board had noted that the Health and Adult Social Care 
Scrutiny Board had recently received a report on the situation and had been advised of 
the measures in place in that area, but it was suggested that that Scrutiny Board 
should consider a more thorough, detailed review in, say, 6 months time.

 The Member continued that the submitted report was quiet on the cost to the Council 
of sickness absence, not just in terms of sickness payments but the costs attributable 
to maintaining service cover, for example, engaging agency staff to deliver front line 
roles. The witness advised on the difficulties in arriving at a totally accurate figure, as 
in there were many factors to take into account. These included posts requiring cover 
and suffering employee entitlements for sick pay. It was agreed that a figure could be 
calculated reflecting known costs and that this would be reported to Members..

 Reference was made to the steps that could be taken through the recruitment process 
to identify those persons that were prone to stress. The witness advised that it was no 
longer permissible to question a past sickness record through references but 
acknowledged the importance of recruiting people to posts who had the required 
behaviours and that close examination of an individual’s employment history might 
raise some issues.

 A Member asked that when reporting on the cost of sickness absence, whether 
Officers could show at what point stress had materialised in a person’s career with the 
Council.

 The Board noted the intention to develop an action plan to reduce sickness absence, 
the Director of Public Heath working with HR. The Board asked to review progress on 
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this in due course.
 A Member commented that he felt it difficult for the Board to add value to this topic and 

was disappointed that the report had not responded to the brief for information on 
those Councils that had performed well against this measure and what 
initiatives/systems they had in place that might contribute to their success. The Board 
suggested that this information should be supplied in a further report. Having said that, 
the Member concurred on the point made earlier over the costs associated with 
sickness absence and the importance, therefore, of early intervention. He also 
highlighted the benefit of staff surveys in identifying what was important in maintaining 
their morale for, based on his own experience; staff suffered stress through poor office 
practices and internal politics rather than dealing with their clients.

RESOLVED
i) Whilst acknowledging that Solihull remains a good employer, the Board 
expresses its concern at the sickness absence data contained in the submitted 
report,
ii) Given the high sickness absence rates in Adult Social Care, the Health & Adult 
Social Care Scrutiny Board be asked to review this area again in detail, in 6 
months time, to see whether the cited measures in place have had an impact, and
iii) That a further report be submitted to this Board, to an agreed timeframe, 
addressing: -
a) Potential measures to address sickness absence caused through mental health 
issues, including the further development of the Stress Risk Assessment 
Questionnaire,
b) Progress made by the Director of Public Health working with the HR Team on 
the development of an action plan to reduce sickness absence,
c) Outcomes of the investigation into the alternative approach to managing 
sickness absence involving an employee having to report absence to an external 
occupational specialist together with a reporting system to managers.
d) Further information from those Councils that performed well against this 
measure and what initiatives/systems they had in place that might contribute to 
their success, and
e) Further analysis of stress related absence mapped to the staff members’ 
employment period with the Council.

Cllr J Windmill left the meeting at 7.23 pm during the consideration of the above item.
Cllr S Davis left the meeting at 7.34 pm during the consideration of the above item.
Cllr J Burn left the meeting at 8.05 pm during the consideration of the above item 

The meeting finished at 8.15 pm. 


