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Last year, Pluss were delighted to win the British Association for Supported Employment’s Outstanding Practice Award for Employer Support.
The award recognises and celebrates outstanding practice in the field of supported employment in the UK and was awarded to Sarah Wake, Pluss Employment Adviser in Plymouth, based on her work with Plymouth Hospitals NHS Trust. 
Background to Pluss’ work with Plymouth Hospitals NHS Trust

Back in November 2009, Sarah accompanied our Marketing Manager to give a presentation to Union representatives at Plymouth Hospitals NHS Trust to raise awareness of what Pluss do. 

Plymouth Hospitals NHS Trust is the biggest employer in Plymouth. They employ 7,000 staff a year, admit 100,000 patients and see 500,000 people a year on outpatient appointments.
They were amazed by the service Pluss offer – the flexibility and variety of support, and how we can help people find and get back into work with ease.
From this, Sarah and our Marketing Manager were asked to meet with their Human Resources Department and to present to other departments including the Joint staff / Union Negotiating Committee, Combined Laboratories and Occupational Health.

Following this, Sarah received referral after referral and, as a result, Pluss are now supporting 24 staff at Plymouth Hospitals NHS Trust. 
We now have a firmly established business partnership.  Still further, a partnership with the Trust and others has developed, to drive forward an innovative programme called Project SEARCH. This is an initiative that will enable young adults with learning disabilities integrate and experience work in the Hospital with potential to secure long term sustained employment.
Plymouth Hospitals NHS Trust Human Resources statement

“We have been working with Pluss for around 8 months now and Sarah is currently supporting around 24 of our employees in the trust. All the HR team deal with Sarah. She is lovely and our employees get a huge amount of support from her.

Sarah’s communication is excellent. She is very caring and supportive to our employees, but she also sees our side as well and understands why we have to do some of the things we do. She puts people at ease straight away and you realise she is there for both sides - the employee and employer. There is no bias whatsoever.  Everything she does is done for the best outcome all round.  

Sometimes people can be fairly suspicious of HR. One of the main things with Sarah is she really helps in the meetings. Often the meetings can be difficult, aggressive even. When Sarah attends a meeting they are easy and non-confrontational.  She will help the individual and the Manager understand where we are coming from as an employer. She seems to have this real skill of talking to the employee so they calm, their opinion changes and they can come round to an open way of thinking. It sounds simple but it’s really quite a feat to diffuse a situation and explain how what we are proposing could actually benefit them, or to explain why we cannot keep them in their job. Once people are involved with Sarah, they tend to engage with us. She helps our employees feel more valued and understand that we do care.

Sarah is always consistent. Anything we need she does it so quickly, for example we were having some real issues once with [a company that offered] dyslexia support. Within 2 days, Sarah had hounded the company, supported the employee (who was stressed) and got everything going smoothly again.  We had been working for 7 months with this employee who was just about to return to work, and this could have been a huge setback in achieving this.
The other thing with Sarah is the incredible knowledge she has of various conditions and disabilities. Whenever we work with someone, she has often had experience of that particular condition and always comes up with immediate and very practical advice.  I don’t think we have ever had a case where she couldn’t help or didn’t know how to go about it. Maybe she researches, I don’t know but she is certainly never unprepared. She can also explain the DDA in simple terms.

Another nice thing is she is not afraid to use herself as an example for things which it makes it a bit more personal. She is a very genuine lady. 

Sarah’s help has included working with people with fibromyalgia, MS, mental health issues, learning disabilities and dyslexia - usually people who are having serious performance issues.  She has arranged things like dyslexia assessment, support and tutoring, disability awareness sessions in the workplace,  counselling, gym memberships and hydrotherapy for individuals with complex physical conditions, taxis to and from work, support with tax credits, disabled badges, equipment in theatre obstetrics and gynaecology, OT involvement so that employees home situations were manageable (although not directly related to work this has helped them actually stay in work), physiotherapy, reducing hours, looking at different job roles, mentoring to rethink situations, coordinating everything and making more timely referrals for support. Once we had a crisis situation and the person was told they would have to wait 9 weeks for counselling - 3 months from their GP. Sarah got it in 4 days and rescued the situation.  

Sarah offers a completely impartial eye. We would never have known to do some of these things. 

People that are very upset and in difficult circumstances to begin with, work with Sarah and come back a completely different person with a new ‘can do’ attitude. 

She is now one of our team. We actually forget that she is from a different company as she is in here so much and works with all of us. She knows when to be involved and when not to be involved. She also helps us prepare support for the future. 

Working with Sarah and Pluss has helped us keep all these people in work – they wouldn’t be here otherwise. It has stopped people going long term sick, helped people who are sick come back a lot quicker and helped us avoid potential grievances, a kind of buffer. It also helps us, as an employer, to know we are doing everything we can – and to be more understanding around an individual’s situation. 

We are also working with Pluss to spread the word around recruitment and retention. We are about to incorporate Pluss into our sickness training that goes out to Managers, they will come and do a slot on the support available. 
We are also putting Pluss leaflets and posters in our departments which will not only help our employees, but also patients who are interested in looking for work. We also plan to run ongoing features in our internal newsletters and emails.  Pluss are also working with us on Project Search, offering internships for people with learning disabilities within the hospital. 

If any of us ever left the trust to work elsewhere, we would definitely use Pluss again. 
Pat, a member of staff at Plymouth Hospitals NHS Trust who is supported by Pluss, tells her story:
“I have felt a need for a long time, to inform everyone of this outstanding lady from Pluss.

I’d like to give just a little background knowledge to put you all in the picture.

 I have been a registered nurse in the NHS since 1982, and despite its ups and downs I’ve always been proud and happy to work within this area. Last year I was in a management post on a unit I loved. 
However it came as a terrible surprise to find that one of my children was suffering an eating disorder that she had kept secret from us for over 2 years. We had been battling for the last 6 months for someone to help her, with no avail.  Finally she was admitted to a specialist unit for help and safety. There then began a nightmare of working long hours and trying to visit my child every day. 
I began to catch any illness going around, and found myself sleeping any opportunity I could. I reached the point where I had met every trust trigger for sickness. I had tried both occupational health and my GP for help. Really just so I could let off steam to someone. In both cases I was told help was either not available or would be a year long waiting list. 

It soon became apparent to myself and colleagues I was doing neither job well! 
I tried dropping 2 grades and going part time to relieve the strain. However the problem had escalated to serious depression. I could see no way out and the sicker I got the worse my child got. Finally through Human Resources, I was introduced to Pluss.

I think myself so fortunate in being under Sarah Wakes care and guidance.

For the first time, here was someone who understood that it wasn’t the work I was having a real problem with, but a terrible fear that whilst I was there, what was my child doing. She honed straight in to my terrible but unsaid fear that my child would die. I can’t tell you how I felt, a weight lift off me, as she spoke to me about this. I felt at last someone understands. Sarah has an extraordinary ability to really listen to what the client is saying, outside of all the information she’s already been given about how you’d got to this position. It’s a rare gift.
She was able to get me to explain who I was before all this, and from that information, she began an extraordinary problem solving technique to lead me gentle back to that person, the one I wanted to be again. Laughter was a large part of our planning together and it was good to laugh at myself in a safe environment. Knowing my revulsion of chanting, tinkling bells and crystals, Sarah found me a perfect councillor, whom I still meet with occasionally to touch base.

Finding out I’d had acupuncture for child birth she set me up with an acupuncturist near to my home. The energy levels began to flood back after a couple of sessions, and I could get through a day without tears!

She advised me to go back to the gym which was another thing I’d stopped doing. In fact I joined a Nordic walking group, which gives me the exercise, but also gets me out, being social as I used to be.

I found out by chance how dedicated Sarah is to her clients. She works above and beyond what I would expect from her. She rang me at home and e-mailed me, getting everything off and running. I then found out this was on her first day of her annual leave and she was trying to pack and care for her own children. Showing her professionalism, I never realised at the time, that she was not going away before seeing I was being looked after.  A rare dedication, in this day and age.

There was a point when I felt so low that I’d even contemplated suicide. To be made to be felt worthy is a lifeline. For me, I felt I was worth rescuing after meeting with Sarah. She taught me how to help myself, how to recognise those feelings again and where to go and what to ask for to help if I need it in the future.

In conclusion, I am happily back at work, still doing my walking group and am back at the gym. I feel well mentally and physically. I’ve been out to parties and evenings out which previously I’d have refused.  I have become calmer within myself and therefore I can cope much better with my child who is equally calmer.

I don’t honestly think I’m over exaggerating, if I say I can’t thank Sarah Wake from Pluss for giving , my friends, my colleagues, my family and most of all myself my life back. Once again I hear laughter around me.

Thank you, Sarah, for listening to me and going out of your way to put it all back in place.”












