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Contents Introduction

This guide on mental health in the 
workplace, is intended for employees of 
Being Well Together Supporters. It forms 
part of a broader set of definitive guides 
on everything from mental health through 
to nutrition.

The guide has been put together in 
partnership with mental health specialists 
Think Talk Together from Mates in Mind. 
It will help you navigate through the steps 
you need to take, to achieve the best 
health and wellbeing outcome for you, the 
employee. No matter what your position 
or location, the guide will enable you to 
assess your current situation, understand 
any gaps and explore the most effective 
measures for you.

If you have any questions or concerns, 
please talk to the Being Well Together 
liaison person within your organisation 
or your HR team, to find out what other 
support is available.

Mike Robinson
Chief Executive
British Safety Council

The Guide is published by the British Safety Council,  

70 Chancellors Road, London, W6 9RS, United Kingdom.  

To order further printed copies, please login to the  

Being Well Together website and order from there.

Contact us:
T +44 (0)208 600 1000
E support@beingwelltogether.org
Facebook @BeingWellTogetherBSC  
Twitter @well_together
LinkedIn @BeingWellTogether
www.beingwelltogether.org

Why is mental health such a key 
workplace wellbeing issue?

I ncreasingly employers are beginning 
to recognise that creating a mentally 
healthy workplace is good for business, 

and morally the right thing to do. Good 
mental health underpins everything we do 
at work, allowing everyone to reach their 
potential, and feel motivated and confident 
so that they can truly focus on their work. 
And for most of us work is a major part of 
our lives; it’s where we meet people, form 
our identity, and where we can gain an 
income to support our lifestyle. It plays a 
crucial role in our mental wellbeing.

Thriving at Work (Stevenson and Farmer 
2017), a study on mental health at work, 
concluded that the UK faces a significant 
mental health challenge in the workplace. 
This study suggested that around 15% of 
people in work are experiencing symptoms 
of an existing mental health condition and 
the annual cost to employers could be up 
to £42 billion. This is largely due to absence 
and ‘presenteeism’ – a term used to denote 

when people may not be as productive at 
work due to their mental health.

Awareness of mental health as a health 
issue has risen significantly in the UK, and 
mental health has only been made worse 
by fear and anxiety over the impact of 
Covid-19 on people’s health, job security 
and the economy. There has been progress 
in addressing mental health at work, and 
reducing the stigma associated with poor 
mental health, but there is still more that 
can be done to protect and support the 
workforce and create mentally healthy 
workplaces where everyone can flourish.

Employers have a pivotal role to play in 
improving the mental health of working 
age people and are ideally placed to 
provide support, raise awareness and 
educate people about this issue. We 
can all take steps to improve our mental 
health and resilience by using some ‘self-
care’ to work on our sense of wellbeing.

Employees who have experienced poor mental 
health where work was a contributing factor 

23% of UK employees have experienced symptoms 

of mental health problems in the last month related 

to or caused by work.

62% of employees have done so, at some point in 

their career. This has increased from 20% in 2017. 

In the last year, 39% had experienced those 

symptoms caused by work, which is a small but 

significant increase from 36% in both 2018 and 2017.

1 in 4 
in the 

last month

6 in 10 
at some point in their career

2 in 5 
in the last year
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The business case for workplace mental 
health interventions 

Recent studies have highlighted that poor 
mental health can lead to:

• Lower productivity – due to 
presenteeism or absenteeism

• Increased absenteeism – mental 
health and stress are major causes of 
absence in the UK with up to 70 million 
working days lost every year

• Higher turnover – loss of skilled 
workers due to their mental health, or 
because of the culture of the business 
not supporting mental health

• Higher recruitment costs – due to 
greater turnover

• Increased conflict – mental 
health and stress can impact on an 
individual’s behaviour and how they 
react to situations and people

• Increased accidents and injuries – 
due to lack of focus and concentration

• Decreased employee engagement 
– this is a priority for most businesses 
as engaged employers deliver better 
business performance and are more 
loyal and committed.

There are a number of legal 
responsibilities that an employer and 
employee should be aware of. People with 
a mental health condition can be defined 
as disabled under the Equality Act 2010, 
as this may affect their ability to do their 
day-to-day activities. They are protected 
from discrimination and harassment 
at work, and there is a legal obligation 
for the employer to make ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ to enable individuals to 
work and do their job effectively. This law 
also applies to recruitment practices too 
as it is unlawful to discriminate against 
applicants due to a disability. 

The legal definition of ‘disability’ 
is when someone has a physical 
or mental impairment which has a 
substantial and long term adverse 
effect on their ability to carry out 
normal day to day activities.

A reasonable adjustment is when an 
employer implements a change or 
adaptation to the working environment 
that enables a disabled person to be able 
to do their job, and minimises the impact 
of their disability so that they are not 
disadvantaged in comparison to others  
in the workforce.

‘Reasonable’ depends on the size of  
the business and the cost of the change 
or adaptations in relation to business 
resources, but often they are easy to  
do and relatively inexpensive. 

What the law says on this issue
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H E L P !

Mental health is essentially a state of 
emotional, social and psychological 
wellbeing, affecting how someone 
thinks, feels and acts, and how they 
cope with everyday situations and 
life events.

There are a multitude of factors that can 
affect our mental state, both in and out of 
work. Everybody has mental health and 
at any time can be susceptible to periods 
of poor mental health. It is basically a 
spectrum that can move from good to 
poor (and back again) depending on 
what is happening in people’s lives, work, 
relationships and on the state of their 
physical health too. People who suffer from 
chronic pain for example are more likely to 
suffer with a mental health condition.

Mental health conditions can vary 
from mild anxiety and depression 
to more serious conditions such as 
bipolar disorder, severe depression, or 
schizophrenia. Some of these will be 
controlled with the help of medication 
and talking therapies, they can come 
and go, or they can sometimes become 
very persistent and someone may need 
support and treatment for the rest of 
their life. 

Mental health can still be a very difficult 
thing to talk about in the workplace 
environment as there is still a stigma 
associated with it due to fear over 
disclosure and the subsequent 
consequences for your job, progression, 
and your relationships with others at 
work. When someone is distressed or 
unwell, they need a compassionate 
person to talk to and the right support 
put into place.

However, even those with a long-term 
mental health condition can have good 
mental health with the right support  
in place. 

What is mental health?

Personal factors:
• Financial concerns and poverty
• Relationship problems
• Physical ill-health and chronic pain
• Previous or recent trauma
• Bereavement and loss
• Isolation and loneliness.

Work related:
• Unmanageable workloads and demands
• Poor work life balance
• Frequent change
• Job insecurity
• Lack of autonomy and control over work
• Relationships with others at work 

(including line managers)
• Discrimination 
• Organisational culture – is mental 

health on the agenda?
• Lack of opportunity to progress/develop
• No sense of belonging.

This is a common concern; just how do you 
identify if someone is unwell or struggling? 
Every person can act differently but the 
important thing is to notice changes 
in behaviour which could indicate that 
something may be wrong and that you or 
a colleague may need support. It is very 
important not to make assumptions about 
someone’s mental state but by talking 
and listening an employer/line manager/
colleague can assess whether support is 
needed. Identify the early warning signs 
and seek help immediately.

Some changes to look out for:
• Are you suddenly distracted, 

withdrawn or distant?
• Do you feel restless, nervous  

or jumpy?
• Have you stopped talking to 

colleagues, and taking your breaks?
• Do you feel unusually irritable  

or aggressive?
• Are you forgetful and do you  

need repeated instructions?
• Are you working longer hours,  

or coming in later?
• Are you having to take frequent periods 

of unexplained short absences?
• Do you suddenly start missing deadlines?
• Are you tired and lethargic?
• Do you still care how you look  

and about your appearance?
• Are you smoking/eating/drinking more 

because of your mental health?

What can cause 
mental ill-health?

How do we spot  
the signs of mental 
ill-health?
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✓ Be open and talk about how you are feeling – this is not a weakness we all 
struggle at times

✓ Identify someone you feel comfortable talking to and who you can trust, either at 
work or at home

✓ Make sure you maintain a healthy lifestyle – being active can boost self-esteem, 
especially if its outside, and eating healthily, drinking sensibly, and drinking more 
water can all improve mental health

✓ Take your breaks and get away from your workstation to eat lunch

✓ Take all your annual leave entitlement and turn off technology – no one can work 
24 hours a day

✓ Stay connected with friends, family and colleagues. Relationships are a key 
support mechanism

✓ Ask for help when you need it – your employer may have support in place or can 
suggest ways to help you

✓ Take up a new hobby or learn a new skill – do something you enjoy and take 
some ‘me’ time

✓ Accept how you are feeling – we all react to situations differently and for different 
reasons. Like the person you are.

✓ Give back – helping others can make us feel valued and needed. Volunteering 
can be very rewarding and give us some perspective on our own lives

✓ Use mindfulness techniques to help focus on the here and now.

Simple steps to create a mentally  
healthy workplace

Mind
www.mind.org.uk

How to look after your mental health The Mental Health Foundation
www.mentalhealth.org.uk

5 steps to mental wellbeing NHS
www.nhs.uk

One You NHS
www.nhs.uk/oneyou

Samaritans
www.samaritans.org

Recommended reading
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