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Health and Wellbeing Strategy 2020/21 to 2026/27 

Our vision is for the University to become an exemplar institution by creating a learning 

environment and an organisational culture that enhances the health and wellbeing of its 

community and enables people to be productive and happy at work and study making them 

more likely to achieve their full potential. 

Introduction 

The Durham University Strategy 2017-2027 notes that the core asset of Durham University, “is our 
people” and “the University is committed to improving the health and wellbeing of our staff and 
students”.  This is important as the success of the University depends on the ability of our people to 
contribute their best and achieve their potential.  For this to happen we need to provide an environment 
for work and study where health and wellbeing is a priority.  Health and Wellbeing is already highlighted 
as a key strategic aim of the People Strategy and is recognised in the Wider Student Experience 
Strategy as a critical factor in delivering a world-class student experience.  
 
Healthy people are central to delivering the institutional strategy. The organisational culture, 
underpinned by institutional values, should reflect the need to create an environment where we enable 
our people to be as healthy as possible.  To do this we must be a responsible education provider and 
employer, enabling our people to be the best they can be and encourage innovation and new ways of 
learning and working, including ensuring that health and wellbeing is a primary concern and driver.  
 
Research indicates that the factors that are most likely to affect employee health and wellbeing are also 
the factors impacting most on students.  These include:  
 

a) common mental health problems and stress; and  
b) lifestyle issues such as lack of sleep, unhealthy diet and substance misuse.   

 
This strategy document brings together the health and wellbeing of both staff and students in recognition 
that a ‘Whole University Approach’ is acknowledged sector wide as the best approach to enhancing the 
health and wellbeing of the entire university community. 
 
This strategy has been developed through a direct partnership between Human Resources and 
Organisation Development (HROD), Health and Safety Service, the Occupational Health Service and 
the Student Support and Wellbeing Directorate.  The strategy is jointly owned by the Director of HR and 
OD (who is a UE member) and the Director of Student Support and Wellbeing under the sponsorship 
of the PVC for Colleges and Student Experience. The governance and oversight of the strategy delivery 
is set out below. 
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Strategic Context 

The University already provides opportunities and services to facilitate the wellbeing of its community.  
There are extensive opportunities for staff and students to engage in physical activity via the facilities 
provided at Maiden Castle which has been transformed with a £32M investment.  Facilities are also 
provided across the Colleges and the city itself and its environs lend themselves to physical activity.   
A range of critical services are provided to support staff and student wellbeing across the institution 
including student support and peer-led activities in Colleges, dedicated counselling, mental health and 
disability support services and a multidisciplinary Occupational Health Service for staff. Multiple 
opportunities are provided for staff and students to volunteer their time in the local community. This 
activity demonstrates two of the NHS 5 ways to wellbeing – Connect and Give which are proven 
mechanisms to enhance wellbeing.    
 
The University wishes to build on these strengths and consolidate health and wellbeing into a separate 
strategic priority that seeks to enhance the existing approach. In order to deliver this significant financial 
resources and investment will be key. 
 
In this context, Durham University’s first Health and Wellbeing Strategy has been developed to ensure 
that staff and student health and wellbeing are promoted and embedded as part of the University’s 
overarching strategic approach and that this agenda is firmly established as a key priority for further 
action, resourcing and development in recognition that health and wellbeing are a key element to the 
University maintaining its position as a world leading institution.  The strategy seeks to reflect the 
ambition of the University to be known as one that is deeply committed to ensuring the health and 
wellbeing of its community.  It covers the academic years from 2020/21 to 2026/27 so that future 
iterations dovetail with a refreshed University strategy. 
 
The development of this strategy has been supported throughout by Public Health specialists at Durham 
County Council who recognise university students and staff as key components of the community for 
which they work. Not only does this strategy enable the University to deliver improved health and 
wellbeing outcomes but it supports our partners in Public Health with their remit for the local Durham 
community. Public Health endorse the Health and Wellbeing Strategy and consider it an exemplar for 
the sector.   
 
The University benefits from its matrix approach to supporting health and wellbeing within its community 
which leads to significant benefits for many individuals and groups.  The services provided by a range 
of Professional Support Services are complemented by Departments, the collegiate structure and 
Experience Durham, which also provide enhanced opportunities to enable positive health and 
wellbeing.  The challenge is, within such a matrix, to deliver an approach that is evidence-based, reflects 
best practice and is co-ordinated, consistent, clearly communicated and values driven.  
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Key drivers for the Strategy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In recognition of the limits to University resources and potential volatility in the current HE financial 
landscape, the strategy is needed to harness and direct current resources for maximum benefit.   In 
this context, the strategy enables the University to explore the following;  

 

1. Identify a set of evidenced key priority areas for staff and student-led initiatives 
designed to enhance health and wellbeing across the community and how these will be 
developed and supported. 
2. Design, deliver and govern the initiatives identified for each priority area. 
3. Identify when specific needs must be more appropriately delivered by external bodies 
(NHS, Public Health etc.), and how the University will seek to influence and support their 
delivery. 

Coronavirus Pandemic 

 
This strategy has been finalised during the Covid-19 pandemic.  The impact of the pandemic on the 
lives of staff and students has been significant.  The University has identified the need to balance the 
health and wellbeing needs of the many different groups within its community as the primary driver of 
its decision making in response to the challenges it has faced.  The pandemic has highlighted to the 
University, more than ever, the need to amplify strategically its commitment to the health and wellbeing 
of all its members.  
 
The challenges brought by Covid-19 have required external expertise, critical partnership work and 
sharing of practice, and have developed key, sustainable relationships that have informed the 
development and implementation plans for the Health and Wellbeing Strategy. The pandemic 

To ensure that a strategic 
focus is given to enhancing 
the health and wellbeing of 

our people, informed and 
underpinned by our core 

institutional values.

To address the risk of poor 
health and wellbeing amongst 

the staff and students of the 
University by providing 

opportunities for prevention 
and education in relation to 

the health and wellbeing of its 
community and providing 
sources of support  when 

members of the community 
are experiencing difficulties.

To ensure that we are 
delivering against our value-

based commitment to being a 
responsible employer and to 

delivering the best student 
experience possible. 

To ensure that the University 
is in a position to respond 
effectively to the changing 
regulatory and legislative 

framework.

To address the causes of ill 
health by ensuring that 

consideration of the wellbeing 
of the community is 

embedded in the full range of 
University’s systems and 
activities, for example the 

design of new buildings and 
new ways of working.

To ensure that the Univeristy 
continues to use the learnings 

from the Covid-19 pandemic  
ensuring  our focus remains 

on delivering a world-class 
education and student 

experience that prioritises the 
health, safety and wellbeing of 

our students, staff and wider 
communities.
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highlighted the absence of professional expertise in student physical health within the University and 
the expectation from our Health Service partners that such provision is essential especially in periods 
of health crisis. This gap in expertise is critical given the uncertainties of the trajectory of Covid-19 and 
should be addressed through investment in staffing in the areas of Public Health and Student 
Occupational Health.   

The impact of Covid-19 has also raised the importance of mental health support and development for 
all colleagues and students.  The additional support on the staff side is required to ensure the wellbeing 
of our staff and students is supported and maintained for the duration of the strategy.  the short-term 
impact of Covid 19 has resulted in significant health and wellbeing issues and the indicators are that 
there will be considerable long-term effects of Covid 19 which have yet to be determined.  

Supporting staff with disabilities 

During this unprecedented time, we have all been forced to work and live in ways that are not usual for us. 
Each person will be impacted in their own way because of their own individual needs. In addition to this 
some of us will be dealing with disabilities of our own, others will be caring for family members with 
disabilities, trying to decide how best to work from home and maintain a sense of normality. 

At Durham University we aim to support all of our staff and students, whether you need adjustments with 
technology or help with maintaining your usual work and study connections.  The Health and Wellbeing 
Implementation Group will work closely with staff groups, such as the Disability Network, to ensure we are 
doing all we can to enable all our disabled staff and students to have a full and meaningful experience at 
Durham. 

 

Gap Analysis: Health Needs Assessments 2019 (HNA’s) 

This strategy has been informed by extensive work undertaken across the University to understand the 
challenges in relation to health and wellbeing, and several analyses and initiatives have been 
undertaken.  Steps taken include the following:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Governance and oversight of this approach has been via the staff Health and Wellbeing Group chaired 
by the Director of HR and the Student Support and Wellbeing Sub-Committee chaired by the Director 
of Student Support and Wellbeing.  
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The full findings of the two HNAs can be found on the University Health & Wellbeing site. This approach 
has identified the health and wellbeing strategic themes to be addressed in this iteration of the strategy 
and the initial action planning that will underpin the strategy delivery.  The HNAs will be repeated during 
the lifetime of this strategy, most likely after 3 years. 

 
 The approach adopted has identified the health and wellbeing vision and strategic themes to be 

addressed and the action planning to underpin the strategy delivery.  There is evidently overlap between 
the two populations as well as distinct themes which are outlined in the following sections.  The key 
strategic themes underpinning this strategy are: 

 

 

 

 

Mental Health & Stress 
 

Healthy Lifestyles: 

 

 Both populations identified this as a 
critical issue impacting on their 
ability to work and study effectively.   
Students identified a sub-set of 
issues that were contributing to their 
concern in this area which need be 
investigated further by the 
University community to ensure 
they are better understood and 
responded to.  These included:  

 

 worries about their academic 
engagement (including managing 
time and deadlines, exams and 
assessments);  

 

 the availability and cost of housing 
and other financial worries.   

 

 For staff, the stigma attached to 
mental health was an issue, as was 
the confidence of managers to 
discuss and support staff with 
mental health concerns. 

 
Both populations highlighted a range of lifestyle 
issues that impacted on their health and 
wellbeing. Key issues for students included:  

 sleep and diet;  

 substance use;  

 sexual health provision.  
 
Staff highlighted the need for greater  
support for staff who: 

 were experiencing symptoms of the 
menopause;  

 had difficulty and the capacity to 
undertake more exercise and  

           physical activity; 

 had concerns in relation to sleep, diet and 
alcohol. 

 

 

 

 

Mental Health 
and Stress 

Healthy 
Lifestyles 
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The HNA approach and the subsequent consultation has identified a set of themes across the broad 
student and staff populations.  It is recognised that as we develop action plans further disaggregation 
of the data will help to identify the specific health needs for groups of staff and students, for example in 
relation to gender, ethnicity, student status (home v overseas), socio-economic background etc.  The 
action plans will inevitably evolve and change over time. 
 
The results of this section of the HNA question set and consultation have been taken into account within 
the Respect and Culture action plan. The Health & Wellbeing Advisory Group will work closely with the 
Respect Working Group and the Oversight Group to ensure actions are aligned to drive forward 
improvements in both areas. 
 
The original health analyses were undertaken prior to the Covid-19 crisis.  Therefore, the strategic goals 
and action plan have been adjusted to take account of the impact of the pandemic especially on working 
practices.  There has been a significant impact on the health and wellbeing of many student and staff 
groups and it has impacted upon the timing of delivery, adjustments to support processes and the 
necessary resources required to deliver appropriate interventions. The repeat of the Health Needs 
Assessments during the lifetime of this strategy will enable detailed evaluation of the delivery and impact 
of the strategic goals and inform the development of the next iteration 

Collaboration in Action  

 
The process of developing this strategy has consolidated relationships with commissioners, NHS 
services and Public Health, and having been consulted during the development, DCC Public Health 
fully endorse the final strategy and action plans. 
 
Inclusion of external professionals on the Staff and Student Health and Wellbeing Implementation 
Group will cement and develop these constructive relationships.  Additionally, consideration will be 
given to sectors beyond HE, including employers, who have a track record of successful delivery in 
terms of the health and wellbeing of their people who we will seek to collaborate and share best practice. 
 

Strategy Governance  

 
 



   

 

7 of 10 

 

 
 

 
A Student and Staff Health and Wellbeing Implementation Group has been established and is joint 
chaired by the Director of HR and Organisation Development and the Director of Student Support and 
Wellbeing.  The Group will report to the Executive Sponsors and through to UE, Senate and Council.   
 
The Group will be advised by the Wider Student Experience Committee and the HR Senior 
Management Team and will include student representation.  It is also recognised that there is 
considerable expertise available within Academic Departments and Professional Support Services 
across the University that will be utilised to inform the continued development of the action plan.   
 
The Group will also collaborate with relevant advisory groups, composed of key stakeholders from 
staff groups such as Occupational Health, Health and Safety, HR-OD, EDI, Faculty Officers, 
Professional Support Services, Colleges, Experience Durham, Trade Unions, BAME, Disability, 
MAMS, Women @DU, LGBTQ+ networks and. student groups, (Students’ Union and Common 
Rooms) and external partners (GPs, NHS, DCC PH, PHE).  

Strategy into Action 

 
The following strategic action goals outline how we intend to 
deliver the Health and Wellbeing Strategy.  A detailed 
operational plan can be found on the Health and Wellbeing 
web pages (Appendix 3).  

 
It should be noted that urgent operational requirements have 

driven a more rapid launch of certain areas, and significant 

action will now turn to ensuring the embedding of many of 

the initiatives and activities to realise the outcomes and 

vision.     

Five Strategic Goals have been identified and are aligned to realise the vison. These goals have been 
developed to reinforce the ‘Whole University’ approach, viewing health and wellbeing holistically and 
reflecting interdependencies. 
  
The strategy will be delivered through these goals, in addition to many core activities that are 
discharged on a ‘business as usual’ basis. 
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The 5 strategic goals of the action plan are; 

                   
 

 

Strategic Action Plan 

The five strategic goals have been further defined as follows and there is a detailed operational action 

plan underpinning these goals which can be found on the Health and Wellbeing web pages. 

(Appendix 3) 

 

Goal 1: Communicate with Purpose. 
 
We will ensure a range of targeted communications are available that reach staff and students 
informing and explaining about the range of health and wellbeing support available, how these 
resources can be used, along with actions that all staff and students can take to improve their health 
and wellbeing.  
 

Goal 2: Continual Improvement 
 
We will continually review and improve our policies, processes, and approach and will benchmark 
against exemplars of good practice within the sector and PHE and H&S Executive guidance.  We will 
follow a systematic change management approach that will enhance our health and wellbeing 
capability.  

 

Goal 3: Enhance Learning and Development   
 
We will reinforce and strengthen a range of learning and development opportunities, enabling staff 
and students to maximise their health and wellbeing.  

 

Goal 4: Foster Collaborative Partnerships   
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We will foster a culture of collaboration and co-creation.  Building relationships and partnerships to 
deliver health and wellbeing support and resources that benefit the University and the local 
community as a whole.  
 

Goal 5: Enhance the Staff and Student Experience   

Responsive Health and Wellbeing initiatives facilitating the opportunity for our staff and students to 

thrive, perform and engage at Durham University whatever the circumstances.  Allied to this is the 

timely response to the Covid-19 pandemic, prioritising, identifying and implementing targeted 

campaigns. 

Duty of Care  

It is important that the University sets out the extent, and limits, of its duty of care in relation to health 
and wellbeing as it is an area of increasing challenge in relation to both students and staff.  The 
University has a duty of care to its staff and students, which is enshrined in Health and Safety, Equality 
and Employment Legislation.    

Strategic Alignment and Interdependencies  

The development of the University’s first pan-institutional Health and Wellbeing strategy which 

outlines a new and proactive stance to improving the health and wellbeing of everyone who studies 

and works at the University together with a comprehensive supporting action plan is aligned to or 

underpins many institutional strategies and initiatives including; 

 

Strategy / initiative alignment Interdependency factors 

Wider Student Experience 
strategy 

The Health and Wellbeing strategy and operational action plan 
underpins these two significant strategies 

People Strategy 

Health and Safety Strategy. Informed by the independent Occupational Health and Safety audit 
carried out by the British Safety Council. 2019 

Respect Commission The results of this section of the HNA question set and consultation 
have been taken into account within the Respect and Culture action 
plan. The Health & Wellbeing Advisory Group will work closely with 
the Respect Working Group and Respect Oversight Group to ensure 
actions are aligned to drive forward improvements in both areas. 

University’s values – 
specifically “enabling” 

To enable the Durham community to perform at their best, 
demonstrating actions of a responsible employer, providing innovative 
solutions to personal challenges, inspiring and engaging with students 
and staff and the wider Durham community. 

Access and Participation Plan To increase access to the University from traditionally under-
represented groups.  Students from under-represented backgrounds 
may face a higher risk of health and wellbeing challenges due to 
structural or societal issues.   

A change management project 
has been commissioned by UE  

This will review and propose an optimum model for the future delivery 
of the student support and wellbeing function across the University 
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Curriculum Reform project The HNA has identified links between stress amongst students and 
the demands of their academic programme. The curriculum reform 
project will consider this to ensure that programme delivery, including 
assessment, is not, inadvertently, causing undue health difficulties for 
students and how any impacts identified can be addressed. 

Faculty and Department 
Process Review (FDPR) 
Project  

Will take a collaborative and user-centred approach to the design and 
development of solutions to ensure that processes within academic 
Departments are designed to best meet the needs of the users (staff 
and students) and deliver their function and purpose more efficiently 
and effectively (particularly those that are student-facing). 

  

End. 

 

     


