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Dear Colleague 
 
STAFF WELLBEING AND SUPPORT: EMPLOYERS’ DUTY 
OF CARE DURING COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
 
1. All employers have a moral and statutory duty of care to 
protect employee’s health and safety and provide a safe 
environment to work.  
 
2. NHS Scotland Boards need to be proactive in protecting 
employees and supporting them to feel safe and secure in their 
employment.  It is critical that employers support staff by 
listening to concerns, responding appropriately and reinforcing 
the need to follow the latest Public Health Scotland guidance 
and Scottish Government guidance.  
 
3. Employers have a responsibility for ensuring staff do not 
work excessive hours and that they get sufficient rest as 
defined by the Working Time Regulations, relevant terms and 
conditions of service, and other national agreements. 
 
4. Employers have the same duty of care to their staff 
during a pandemic as in other circumstances, and must take 
steps to safeguard the health and safety of their staff.  In their 
operational plans, all NHS Boards in partnership with staff side 
colleagues must work with their health and safety leads, public 
health colleagues, occupational health colleagues, staff mental 
health colleagues and spiritual care teams to develop and 
provide support to the workforce.  
 
5. Trade union safety representatives should also be 
involved and consulted, in line with the statutory duty to consult 
them on matters relating to the health and safety of members 
they represent.   
 
6. In addition to following key guidance, employers will 
need to be mindful of staff with disabilities and review support 
and adjustments as needed. 
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7. It is important for employers to ensure employees have access to basic 
wellbeing provisions, to enable staff to maintain their own wellbeing.  They should 
ensure wellbeing practices are reviewed and established to enable staff to: 
 

 Frequently access hand washing facilities and have adequate supplies of hand 
sanitisers and hand cream, to prevent dermatitis. 

 Keep hydrated, this is especially important for staff wearing PPE for long periods of 
time. 

 Have 24-hour access to appropriate facilities to access and/or prepare food; 

 be involved in any decisions relating to changes to their working hours or 
arrangements.  

 Have regular breaks to reduce the onset of fatigue and associated risks - additional 
arrangements may need to be considered where staff are working longer shifts 
and/or additional hours. This could involve the repurposing of offices or other areas 
into rest spaces, for use both during and after shifts for those who do not feel safe 
to drive home immediately. 

 Know where to go to access local support, for example occupational health 
contacts, staff support  information and psychological support provisions for 
accessing counselling or other provisions. 

 Raise concerns and seek reassurance and to explore and agree solutions with their 
line manager where required. 

 Have an effective safety induction for staff redeployed to a new area to ensure they 
are familiar with emergency procedures, reporting procedures and all the equipment 
they may be asked to use. 

 Feel confident that appropriate security arrangements are in place to protect them 
from the potential of increased violence and abuse, including community staff that 
may be targeted if they are carrying sanitizer and PPE. 

 Be able to access information regarding available both short and longer-term 
psychological support and counselling services to deal with prolonged exposure to 
increased levels of anxiety and stress. This may include signposting to services 
provided outwith the NHS as many will prefer to use non-employer led services.  

 
8. Clare Haughey MSP, Minister for Mental Health, wrote to all NHS Scotland 
employers on 26th March 2020 about Mental Health and Wellbeing Support during 
COVID -19.  This letter is attached as Annex A for ease of reference. 
 
9. This guidance will be reviewed regularly over the course of the COVID-19 crisis. 
 
Action  
 
10. NHS Boards and Special Health Boards should ensure that this policy is widely 
publicised to staff and managers.  
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Stephen Lea-Ross 
Deputy Director of Health Workforce 
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26 March 2020 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
NHS and Social Care Staff: Mental Health & Wellbeing Support during COVID-19  
 
I am writing to thank you and your teams for your hard work and commitment at this 
time to meet the needs of people during the pandemic. 
 
I want to note my sincere appreciation for the extraordinary work that health and 
social care staff in our hospitals and community care settings are doing to protect 
and care for people in these difficult times. Our workforces always respond 
professionally in times of need.  However the scale of the challenge is 
unprecedented. We are asking people to work in unfamiliar settings and many will be 
asked to learn new skills and will be working in new roles. We recognise that many 
will be personally impacted by the COVID-19 virus. Some will be caring for their own 
families, some may be at high risk themselves. This is no small ask. Therefore it is 
absolutely essential that we look after their mental health and well-being.  
 
You will already have local arrangements in place and it is vital that we work with you 
to maintain these support structures at this time.  Valuable work is also taking place 
across organisations to provide resources and assistance to as many staff as 
possible.  We should all be signposting colleagues to support they can access 
including through trade unions and professional bodies.  
 
I am leading the work on the health and wellbeing of the Health and Social Care 
Workforce over this period for the Scottish Government. My officials have been 
asked to develop an approach to supporting and expanding this work.  This is likely 
to include practical support and messaging which I hope will complement your 
response and help you as an employer and commissioner of services. Further 
information will be provided in due course. 



 

 

  

I know you will agree that we need to engage directly with staff at this time. I have 
attached some key messages, which could be shared at huddles and team 
handovers or equivalent with immediate effect.  Consideration is also being given to 
the co-ordination of online messaging across the system to ensure as wide a reach 
as possible.   
 
I am conscious that you and your senior management teams are also facing 
unprecedented pressures. I would encourage you to also consider your own needs 
and that of your senior teams, discussing the content of this letter and the key 
messages with them too.  
 
In the next week I would suggest that you engage your leadership teams in a 
discussion about how they will implement the key messages in their area, as many 
of you will I know have already started.   I would also suggest that the going home 
check list, where appropriate, could be implemented for teams and help you to 
develop your “business as usual” approach going forward.  If you have not already, 
you may want to identify a champion for staff wellbeing locally. Your staff 
governance committee or equivalent could take on the lead responsibility for 
positive mental health and wellbeing of the workforce, including practical support, for 
example on food and accommodation.  We will include these issues in the feedback 
that we will provide to NHS Boards regarding Local Mobilisation Plans. 
 
Thank you again for your extraordinary work. 
 
 

                            
 

 
CLARE HAUGHEY 
 
 



 

 

  

 
Mental Health and Wellbeing: Key Messages for Staff 

 
You are likely to be under increased pressure over this period and you will need 
appropriate support. It is going to be crucial that we are all able to talk openly and 
honestly about our mental health and wellbeing, and that we have access to the right 
help and support when we need it. Looking after our mental health is just as 
important as our physical health.   
 

You Need Care Too 
 
Here are some tips for staying safe and well: 
 
Information and social media 

 

 Get timely, accurate and factual information about COVID-19 from a reliable 
source no more than a couple of times a day.  

 If you are feeling stressed or anxious, consider how you feel when you have 
constant exposure to media coverage and graphic news stories. Although it is 
important to stay informed, consider taking a break if you feel things are 
getting on top of you. 

 
Looking after your basic needs 

 

 Take care of your basic needs at work.  Eat and drink regularly and healthily. 
Always take regular breaks during shifts.  

 Allow time for sleep, rest and respite between shifts.  

 Try and stay as connected to your friends and family as much as possible via 
technology. 

 Maintain, where possible, your normal daily routine and a healthy diet, and get 
fresh air when you can.  Avoid using unhelpful coping strategies that involve 
alcohol, tobacco or an unhealthy diet. 

 Think about creating a consistent routine to ensure you get the amount of 
sleep you need, but also about ensuring your bedroom is quiet, dark and a 
relaxing environment to sleep in. 

 
Looking after each other 

 

 Speak to colleagues, line managers and professional leaders, building this 
into your team’s daily huddles and handovers. They may be feeling the same 
way. It’s good to talk. Peer and social support are often the best buffers 
against stress and adversity.  

 Look out for each other and share small successes about what’s gone well. 

 Be kind to each other. This can have a profound impact on staff wellbeing. 

 Use the Going Home checklist, where relevant, to leave work in work. 

 It’s good to talk, but not all of you will be ‘talkers’. That’s OK too but make 
sure you give yourself space to process the events of the day and deal with 
your feelings. 

 

https://www.dbth.nhs.uk/news/the-going-home-checklist-non-branded/


 

 

  

Additional information 
 

 It is perfectly normal to feel worried during exceptional times such as these. 
However, if you are starting to feel overwhelmed, it’s important to 
acknowledge your feelings and speak to someone you trust, whether that’s a 
friend, a family member, or a colleague.  A helpline such as NHS24 
(shortcode 111) or Breathing Space (0800 83 85 87) may also help. 

 
You may find the following websites of assistance: 
 
NHS Education for Scotland 
NHS Inform 
Support in Mind Scotland 
Breathing Space 
Mental Health Foundation 

 
 
 
 

https://learn.nes.nhs.scot/28063/coronavirus-covid-19/psychosocial-support-and-wellbeing?fbclid=IwAR0_cj6yVAIo-37o2Z_sqLxxYgiZ8u6yjeRSuk7X8qDj8NzrPYc-gVu8oVI
https://www.nhsinform.scot/
https://www.supportinmindscotland.org.uk/
https://breathingspace.scot/
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/publications/looking-after-your-mental-health-during-coronavirus-outbreak

