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Foreword
Roy O’Shaughnessy, Chief Executive, Shaw Trust

Shaw Trust is passionate about improving the employment 
experiences of people living with mental ill health and mental 
health conditions. The charity initiated the ‘Mental Health: Still 
the Last Workplace Taboo’ surveys in 2006. Our aim was to 
show what more employers and society need to do to improve 
employment opportunities for people experiencing mental ill 
health. The initial survey results showed that employers lacked 
awareness and understanding of the mental health conditions 
their employees experienced. Furthermore, many employers 
lacked the tools and formal policies required to provide 
adequate support to their employees.

Fast forward to 2018, where since the initial survey we conducted, the UK has 
implemented the 2010 Equality Act. In addition, campaigns such as Time to Change 
and Heads Together have made real progress in tackling the stigma surrounding mental 
ill health. We now also have a government committed to promoting parity between 
mental and physical health at work. The government recently commissioned a major 
review of mental health in the workplace by Lord Stevenson and Paul Farmer. In the 
wake of these welcome developments Shaw Trust was expecting to see considerable 
positive improvements in employers’ attitudes towards mental health in the workplace.1  

To some extent, our latest survey does show progress. Employers are more 
understanding of mental health issues, and a greater proportion of them have tools, 
policies and procedures in place to support employees experiencing mental ill health. 

However, our research also highlights an entrenching of the stigma that many 
employees experience due to their mental ill health. 56% of employers stated that 
they would be reluctant to recruit an individual with a mental health condition into 
their workplace due to attitudes from co-workers. This is a 5% increase from the 
survey results from 2009. Sadly, mental health still remains the last workplace taboo.

Despite the ongoing stigma surrounding mental health at work, I remain positive. 
I believe that for the first time we have the will from government and policymakers, 
as well as societal support, to tackle this stigma. It will involve each one of us challenging 
the way that we work and support our colleagues. Employers like Shaw Trust are 
committed to developing best practice and leading the way for this agenda. 

I hope that this latest report will contribute to the debate. Our recommendations can 
help both government and employers to implement practical suggestions to enhance 
the support they offer to employees experiencing mental ill health at work.

Introduction

1 A 2014 research report prepared for the ‘Time To Change’ campaign on “Attitudes To Mental 
Health” showed public attitudes in general towards people had improved from to 2008 and 2014:                                                                     
https://www.time-to-change.org.uk/sites/default/files/Attitudes_to_mental_illness_2014_report_final_0.pdf
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Executive Summary

We all have mental health. Many people can thrive and experience long periods of good 
mental health.2 Others experience mental ill health. This can be due to life events or an 
ongoing mental health condition. One in four people in the UK will experience a mental 
health condition in the next year. One in six will experience poor mental health within 
the next week.3 

Despite how common poor mental health is, people living with mental ill health or 
mental health conditions are under-represented in the UK workforce. Just 39% of 
people with a mental health condition are in work.4 This figure is lower for people living 
with more severe mental health conditions (like schizophrenia and bi-polar disorder) 
than it is for those with more ‘common’ mental health conditions like stress, anxiety and 
depression. In total, the ‘mental health employment gap’ is even wider than the general 
disability employment gap of just over 30 percentage points, which the government has 
pledged to reduce.5 

The absence of those with mental health conditions from the UK economy costs 
employers up to £42 billion each year due to absenteeism, presenteeism (i.e. being 
at work when unwell) and individuals exiting the workforce.6 In addition, the Centre 
for Mental Health estimates that the failure of society to support people living with a 
mental health condition to enter and remain in work costs up to £105 billion each year. 
People with mental health conditions exiting the workforce access out of work benefits 
and NHS services more frequently than those without mental health conditions.7 

These figures are not new. In recent years, they have led to an increased focus 
among policymakers on improving employment outcomes for people with mental 
health conditions. The current government placed mental health as a cornerstone 
in the recent ‘Improving Lives: Work, Health and Disability’ Command Paper from the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) and the Department of Health and Social 
Care. It also commissioned an independent review of mental health at work by Lord 
Stevenson and Paul Farmer, the Chief Executive of Mind. 

Given the current policy focus on mental health at work, Shaw Trust has conducted its 
third ‘Mental Health at Work: Still the Last Workplace Taboo’ survey. The survey focuses 
on employers’ attitudes towards mental health in the workplace.

Our first two surveys, in 2006 and 2009, showed that there was poor awareness and 
a lack of understanding of how mental health conditions impacted employees. The 
surveys also highlighted the stigma in the workplace towards people experiencing 
mental ill health at work. 40% of employers viewed themselves as taking a ‘significant 
risk’ when employing people with mental health conditions. This level of stigma reduced 
between 2006 and 2009. With the introduction of the Equality Act in 2010, and the 
recent positive focus on mental health at work, Shaw Trust wanted to see whether 
there have been further positive developments in employer attitudes to mental 
health at work. 

Executive Summary

2 Stevenson D, Farmer S. “Thriving at work: the Stevenson/Farmer review of mental health and employers”;             
2017: www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers   
3 ibid, Stevenson/Farmer
4 “Improving Lives: The Future of Work, Health and Disability” Command Paper, Department of Work and Pensions and          
Department of Health, November 2017. gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/663399/
improving-lives-the-future-of-work-health-and-disability.PDF
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Executive Summary

Our latest survey results show grounds for optimism. We surveyed 550 employers, 
from small and medium sized businesses to larger national organisations. The 
employers chosen represented a diverse range of sectors. Those taking part in our 
survey highlighted a growing awareness and understanding surrounding mental health 
at work. 52% of employers (2009: 21%) are aware that they employ individuals 
with mental health conditions. In addition, 52% now have policies and 
procedures to support employees experiencing mental ill health at work. 

Despite these positive developments, there has been a deterioration in the attitudes 
and stigma towards mental ill health. 56% of employers are reluctant to employ 
someone with a mental health condition due to fear of them being stigmatized 
by their co-workers (2009: 51%). Half of the employers we surveyed viewed 
employing individuals with mental health conditions as a ‘significant risk’ to 
their business (up by 10% on 2009). Worryingly, levels of concern about negativity 
among co-workers were highest in larger businesses; perhaps because they have most 
experience of employing people with mental health conditions.

300,000 people with long term mental health conditions lose their jobs each year. 
Support and resources are already available to employers through Disability Confident 
and Access to Work. However, further government measures to drive employer action 
are urgently needed. Action is needed both to reduce the mental health employment 
gap, by supporting the recruitment of people with mental health conditions, and to 
support existing employees to overcome illness and retain work. 

We have reached a fork in the road in managing mental health in the workplace.  
While more employers are equipped to support employees experiencing mental ill 
health at work, there needs to be a substantial and concerted effort to eradicate the 
stigma surrounding mental ill health once and for all. If employers and the government 
choose the path of inaction, we will face the same situation, or even a deterioration, 
next time we report on mental health in the workplace. 

This report sets out an alternative path. That path is underpinned by concerted, 
government-led, joined up action. It draws on best practice amongst employers and 
mental health organisations, to drive positive change in mental health attitudes and 
support in the workplace. 

5 Van Stolk C, Hofman J, Hafner M, Janta B. “Psychological Wellbeing and Work: Improving Service Provision                
and Outcomes”. Rand Europe.  
6 Stevenson D, Farmer S. “Thriving at work: the Stevenson/Farmer review of mental health and employers”;                
2017: www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers 
7 Centre for Mental Health, (2010). The economic and social costs of mental health problems in 2009/10.                      
As of 28/04/2017: http://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/pdfs/Economic_and_social_costs_2010.pdf

National policies that support employers to recruit and then  
sustain people with mental health problems in work are good 
for business, good for people and good for our society”.

The Mental Health Foundation
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Executive Summary

a) Increased awareness 

Employers in 2017 had a greatly increased awareness of mental health issues. More 
employers are aware that they employ individuals with mental health conditions than 
in the previous surveys (2006 and 2009). Awareness of employees with mental 
health conditions within respondents’ own organisations has more than 
doubled since 2009, from 21% to 52%, rising from just 11% in 2006. 

b) More workplace mental health policies 

There has been a significant increase in the proportion of businesses that have 
implemented policies on mental ill health and stress in the workplace. In 2017, 
52% of businesses surveyed had a policy, up 30% on 2009. Formal policies                           
on mental health are more prevalent in larger businesses than small and medium 
sized enterprises (SMEs). For example, 76% of businesses with over 250 employees 
have formal stress/mental health policies, compared to 27% of those with 
50 employees or fewer. 

Although more employers have adopted formal policies to protect and promote the 
wellbeing of their workforce, employers’ motivations for implementing these policies 
were not entirely altruistic. 60% of survey respondents stated that they had 
adopted these policies to avoid litigation, up from 27% in 2009. 

c) Lack of confidence 

Despite increased awareness of mental health at work, employers have a growing lack 
of confidence in discussing mental health matters with their employees. In 2009, 90% 
of employers felt comfortable talking about mental health with their staff 
members. In 2017, this figure was just 64%. In particular, senior managers were less 
confident about talking to their employees than HR directors, while smaller businesses 
had lower levels of confidence than larger organisations.

Summary of key findings
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Executive Summary

There was also an 11% decline in respondents who feel their managers 
understand mental health issues between 2009 and 2017. Similarly, there was 
an 11% decline in the proportion of respondents who feel their organisation supports 
managers well in dealing with mental health conditions. 

Additionally, there was a lack of awareness of the existing support provided by the 
government to employers. Just 34% of large businesses have heard of Disability 
Confident, Access to Work or Fit for Work. This figure rose to 53% and 69% in medium 
and small businesses respectively. 

d) Increase in negative attitudes 

Employers’ increased awareness and ability to manage mental health in the workplace 
has been accompanied by an increase in negative attitudes and stigma towards those 
with mental health conditions. Agreement with the statement that people with 
mental health conditions are less reliable employees has almost doubled since 
2009, from 23% to 42%. 

Meanwhile, there has been a 17% decline in the proportion of respondents who 
would be flexible in offering adjustments or accommodations to someone 
with mental ill health. This is despite employers’ obligations to make reasonable 
adjustments for disabled employees being enshrined in the law, under the 2010 
Equality Act.  

Similarly, the 2017 survey also revealed that 56% (up from 51% in 2009) of employers 
agree that ‘negative attitudes from co-workers is a major barrier to employing people 
with mental health conditions.’ Rates of negativity as measured by this metric were 
highest among larger employers. 

The proportion of respondents who feel that ‘employees who have been off work with 
a mental illness for more than a few weeks are unlikely to ever fully recover’ has increased 
threefold, from 11% in 2009 to 38% in 2017. Importantly, the proportion who disagree 
with this statement has also fallen drastically, from 73% to 35%. 
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Executive Summary

Looking after the mental health of our employees not only improves 
the general health and wellbeing of our employees but it also 
makes business sense: tackling stigma can make a real difference 
to sickness absence rates, presenteeism levels, staff wellbeing 
and productivity, and retention”.

Thames Water’s ‘Time To Talk’ mental health strategy 
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Executive Summary

Summary of Recommendations

1 Recommendation One: The government should strengthen the Equality Act 
and enshrine the UN Convention for the Rights of People with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) in UK law post Brexit. Brexit provides the UK government with the 
opportunity to become a world leader in the protection of the employment rights 
of people experiencing mental health conditions.

2 Recommendation Two: The government should ensure that individuals 
with one-off or short-term recurring periods of mental ill health are 
protected by legislation. 

3 Recommendation Three: The government should invest in an anti-stigma 
campaign to tackle the myths surrounding mental ill health at work. 
This campaign should be aimed at employers and developed in collaboration 
with charities, employer groups, and healthcare professionals.

4 Recommendation Four: The government should incentivise employers to 
implement the Stevenson and Farmer review Core Standards for Employers 
by requiring government contractors to meet them within 12 months of signing any 
public sector contract.

5 Recommendation Five: The DWP should enhance its Disability Confident 
scheme by emphasising mental health during accreditation. This should 
include requiring employers to demonstrate how they support employees with 
mental ill health and mental health conditions during the recruitment process.

6 Recommendation Six: Employers should improve training for line managers 
and employees to increase awareness and understanding of mental health 
in the workplace. Training on mental health at work for all employees should 
be seen as the norm, and be a core of part of induction programmes and training 
refreshers alongside other training packages, e.g. safeguarding. All managers 
should receive more in-depth training to help them to understand how to support 
staff experiencing mental ill health, as well as their legal obligations towards 
their employees.

7 Recommendation Seven: The government should introduce an employer 
information portal to share information on Access to Work, Disability Confident, 
the Work and Health Programme and Fit for Work. This should also be a platform 
to share case studies and best practice, to ensure employers have access to the 
information they need to support employees experiencing mental ill health.

8 Recommendation Eight: Increase employer accountability through 
monitoring and external reporting. Under an Ofsted-style system, backed 
by equality and health and safety legislation, workplace inspectors could be given 
powers to rate and advise businesses on their workplace mental health policies 
and practices. 
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Background and Methodology

This is the third Shaw Trust survey on employer attitudes towards mental health 
in the workplace. Our survey was conducted online in November 2017.8 The survey 
replicated questions asked in both 2006 and 2009 in order to produce trend data, as 
well as incorporating new questions for 2017. The survey gained the views of employers 
ranging from SMEs to large, national employers, from a variety of sectors.

Survey sample: 

550 respondents

500 senior managers

50 HR directors

244 respondents from employers with between one and 50 employees

83 respondents from employers with between 50 and 249 employees

223 respondents from employers with over 250 employees

Having undertaken the survey and identified themes for further research, six experts 
were interviewed. Some of their key insights are set out in this report.

Expert panel:

Our expert interview panel was composed of:

Anne Thomas – Director of Employability and Business Development,                         
Mind in the City, Hackney and Waltham Forest

Christine Hemphill – Founder and Managing Director, Open Inclusion

Diane Lightfoot – Chief Executive, Business Disability Forum

Emma Sampson – Service Manager, Growth and Partnerships,                                    
London Borough of Bexley

Fiona McAslan – Human Resources, Wellbeing, Policy and Benefits,                             
Royal Bank of Scotland

Paulette Cohen – Director, Diversity and Inclusion, Barclays

The 2017 survey comes at a time when mental ill health continues to be prevalent. 
According to the mental health charity Mind, one in four people will experience a period 
of poor mental health each year. 

As well as being strongly associated with unemployment9, mental health conditions are 
the leading cause of sickness absence.10 The 2017 Business in the Community report 
found that three out of five employees have experienced mental health issues due to 
work, or where work was a contributing factor.11 Mind notes that how people cope with 
mental health conditions is getting worse, as the number of people who self-harm 
or have suicidal thoughts is increasing.12

Background and Methodology

8 The survey was conducted between 8th November and 15th November 2017.
9 For example, 23% of Jobseeker’s Allowance claimants have a mental health problem. See Van Stoke and Hofman 
(2017), “Transforming employment support for those with mental health problems” in “Opportunity for all: Essays on 
transforming employment for disabled people and those with mental health conditions”, Shaw Trust Policy Institute 
and the Learning and Work Institute.  
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Background and Methodology

As the major, government-commissioned review into mental health at work conducted 
by Lord Dennis Stevenson and Paul Farmer last year noted, the impact on the country’s 
economy and businesses is profound.13 In ‘Thriving at Work,’ Stevenson and Farmer 
cite research showing that poor mental health costs the UK economy between £74 
billion and £99 billion a year. Poor mental health also has an impact on the employment 
opportunities available to people living with mental health conditions: just 39% of 
people with a mental health condition are in work.14  

However, research also highlights the major economic contribution of those with mental 
health conditions, and the return on investment in mental health support. According 
to the Mental Health Foundation, people with mental health conditions contributed 
£226 billion to UK GDP last year; this is nine times more than the cost of mental health 
conditions to economic output.15  

Effective interventions to support employees with mental health conditions can 
drastically reduce absenteeism and presenteeism. As set out in a case study in this 
report, Thames Water has seen its mental health measures reduce illness absences
by 76%. Evaluations of workplace mental health interventions cited in the Stevenson 
and Farmer review show an average return to business of £4.20 for every £1 invested 
(with a range of 40p–£9).16  

Mind’s research shows that work is the biggest cause of stress and mental ill health 
in people’s lives.17 However, a major survey of working people with mental health 
conditions and line managers conducted by the Mental Health Foundation reveals that 
work is also very important in supporting good mental health and recovery from illness. 
86% of survey respondents and in-depth interviewees felt that work was important 
in protecting and maintaining their mental health.18 The Shaw Trust’s survey examines 
whether employers are ready to tackle the huge loss of skills and potential each year 
that results from inadequate support for people with mental ill health entering and 
remaining in employment.

10 The Mental Health Foundation website: www.mentalhealth.org.uk/our-work/mental-health-workplace
11 Business in the Community (2017), ‘Mental Health at Work: National Employee Mental Wellbeing Survey Findings 
2017’: https://wellbeing.bitc.org.uk/system/files/research/bitcmental_health_at_work_report-2017.pdf    
12 Facts and statistics about mental health: www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/
statistics-and-facts-about-mental-health/#.WsOqKE2WxLM
13 Stevenson and Farmer D, Farmer S. Thriving at work: the Stevenson and Farmer review of mental health and 
employers; 2017. www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers    
14 “Improving Lives: The Future of Work, Health and Disability” Command Paper, Department of Work and Pensions and 
Department of Health, November 2017. gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/663399/
improving-lives-the-future-of-work-health-and-disability.PDF
15 Mental Health Foundation (2016), “Added Value; Mental Health as a Workplace Asset”:                                     
mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/added-value-mental-health-as-a-workplace-asset-executive-summary.pdf
16 Stevenson D, Farmer P. Thriving at work: the Stevenson/Farmer review of mental health and employers;               
2017. www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers    
17 Mind website: mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/news/work-is-biggest-cause-of-stress-in-peoples-lives/#.WsZGpE2Wzrc
18 Mental Health Foundation (2016), “Added Value; Mental Health as a Workplace Asset”:                                        
mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/added-value-mental-health-as-a-workplace-asset-executive-summary.pdf 
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Background and Methodology

a) Awareness of mental health conditions amongst employers

Awareness of mental health conditions has risen. Awareness of the most widely 
known mental health conditions increased significantly from 2009 to 2017. 
Depression remains the condition with the highest awareness among employers, 
followed by stress. Employers’ awareness of anxiety grew significantly between 2006 
and 2017, by 57% (compared with growth of 18% and 53% in depression and stress 
awareness respectively). There was also a significant reduction in the proportion of 
respondents who ‘don’t know’ and can’t name any specific mental health conditions.

Between 2009 and 2017, employers’ awareness of whether they employ individuals 
with a mental health condition more than doubled, from 21% to 52%. This is hopefully 
indicative that more people with mental health conditions are entering work, as well 
as disclosing their conditions to their employers.

Research Findings: In Depth
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Background and Methodology

Although it is positive that employers have increased their awareness of mental health 
since the 2009 survey, deeper analysis reveals that levels of awareness differ across the 
organisations surveyed. In particular, there is a worrying gap in institutional knowledge 
between HR directors and senior managers, particularly in relation to mental health 
conditions like anxiety and stress.

HR directors are more aware that they employ people with mental health conditions 
than senior managers. They were also more aware of previously employing individuals 
experiencing mental ill health. This finding could reflect the specific role of HR 
functions in promoting and protecting the health and wellbeing of staff, and their direct 
involvement in supporting individuals with mental ill health. It could also highlight the 
need for increased training and capacity building of senior managers, to increase their 
understanding of mental health in the workplace.
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Background and Methodology

HR directors were also more aware of the growing size and scale of mental ill health 
at work. 30% of HR directors believe that more than 30% of their employees will 
experience mental ill health in their working lives. This is more than double the 
figure for senior managers.
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Background and Methodology

The levels of awareness regarding mental health in the workplace were also higher 
in larger organisations than in SMEs. This is perhaps not surprising, as our survey 
highlighted that smaller organisations are significantly more likely to have only 
employed between one and five employees with known mental health conditions.

Awareness of specific mental health conditions differed by size of employer, with 39% 
of smaller employers stating that they were not aware what mental health conditions 
their employees may be experiencing. In each group of employers, stress and 
depression were named as the most prevalent mental health conditions.
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Background and Methodology

Summary of findings on increased mental health awareness

• Awareness of employees with mental health conditions within respondents’ own 
organisations has more than doubled since 2009, from 21% to 52%. In 2006, just 
11% of employers were aware that they had employed someone with a mental 
health condition.

• HR directors are significantly more aware and sensitive to the scale and impact 
of mental ill health in workplaces than senior managers. 74% of HR directors 
stated that they currently employed an individual with a mental health condition, 
compared with 50% of senior managers. 30% of HR directors stated that 30% 
of their employees would experience poor mental health at some point in their 
working lives. This is double the figure for senior managers.

• Larger businesses were more aware that they employed someone with a mental 
health condition than smaller employers. Awareness of specific mental health 
conditions also differed by size of employer, with 39% of smaller employers stating 
that they were not aware what mental health conditions their employees may be 
experiencing compared to 8% of larger employers.
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Background and Methodology

b) Mental health policies in the workplace

Another positive trend between the surveys of 2006 and 2017 is that more employers 
have formal policies on stress and mental health at work. Between 2009 and 2017,
the proportion of organisations with formal policies in place rose by 30%, to 52% 
of employers now having formal policies.

Again, there is a difference between larger and smaller employers. 76% of businesses 
with over 250 employees implemented formal stress/mental health policies, compared 
to just 27% of smaller organisations.
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Background and Methodology

While more employers are equipped with formal mental health polices, the 2017 survey 
reveals a worrying reason for this. This chart illustrates one of the least positive findings 
– the increased formalisation of mental health policies has been driven by a desire 
to avoid litigation, rather than a desire to increase staff wellbeing. Between 2009 and 
2017, there has been a significant increase in the perception that policies are primarily 
designed to help organisations avoid litigation. 60% of respondents agreed strongly 
or slightly with the statement that ‘the policy is designed primarily to avoid litigation.’ 
This is in contrast to the findings from 2006 to 2009, where there was a 10% decrease 
in agreement with this statement.

Again, the survey results show a disparity between the perceptions of senior managers 
and HR directors. 64% of senior managers agreed that their mental health and stress 
management policies were designed to avoid litigation, compared to 34% of HR 
directors. 64% of smaller businesses stated that their policies served the purpose 
of avoiding litigation.
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Background and Methodology

Summary of findings on mental health policies in the workplace

• The number of businesses with formal policies on mental health increased              
by nearly a third between 2009 and 2017.

• In businesses with over 250 employees, 76% had formal stress/mental health 
policies, compared to just 27% for those with 50 or under. 

• 60% of employers put in place these policies primarily to avoid litigation, rather  
than to protect and promote the wellbeing of their workforce.
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Background and Methodology

c) Perceptions of the effectiveness of mental health policies in the workplace

Confidence in the effectiveness of these policies did not increase between 2009 and 
2017. Indeed, in some cases, there is less confidence in the effectiveness of policies 
than there was a decade ago. 77% of respondents feel that mental health policies are 
effective at helping employees stay in work in 2017, compared with 76% in 2009.

There has been a slight increase in the proportion of employers who believe that these 
policies have helped to improve their employees’ mental health and wellbeing, with 
80% of employers reporting a positive impact in 2017, compared to 75% in 2009. 
However, the strength of agreement with the statement has weakened.
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Background and Methodology

Perhaps reflecting the earlier finding that senior managers had a lower level of 
awareness of mental health conditions at work, survey respondents in 2017 were less 
likely to agree with the statement that ‘the managers in the organisation have a good 
understanding of mental health issues.’ Between 2009 and 2017 there was an 11% 
decline in the proportion of employers who agreed with this statement.

There was also an 11% decrease between 2009 and 2017 in the proportion of 
employers who feel their organisation supports managers well in helping employees 
with mental health conditions. The findings suggest that organisations are not equipping 
line managers to support employees with mental health conditions.
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Background and Methodology

Our survey also revealed a growing lack of confidence in employers’ understanding of 
legislation surrounding mental health in the workplace. Just 55% of employers felt that 
they knew enough about the law in this area, compared to 75% in 2009.

Worryingly, 30% of HR directors felt that they did not know enough about the law 
regarding mental health at work. 14% of HR directors agreed strongly that they
‘do not know enough about the law regarding mental health in the workplace.’

The survey asked employers how they measured and monitored the mental health and 
wellbeing of the workforce and how they measured employees’ stress levels. The 2017 
results showed a decline in the proportion of employers using formal review meetings 
in person with employees to monitor stress levels, and an increase in the proportion of 
employers using more indirect methods, such as surveys. There was also a 7% increase 
in employers using none of the methods stated.
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Background and Methodology

This indirect measurement and management of mental health in the workplace is also 
reflected by the support offered to employees experiencing mental ill health at work. 
There has been a growing trend away from in-house support provided by HR and 
a movement towards outsourced support.

Smaller businesses were less likely to provide support like employee assistance 
schemes or occupational health programmes than larger employers. 48% of smaller 
businesses reported that they offered none of the support packages listed, compared 
to just 9% of larger employers.
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Background and Methodology

Summary of findings on perceived effectiveness of policies

• 77% of employers stated that their mental health policies helped their employees 
stay at work. This is a similar level to 2009. 80% of employers felt that their policies 
helped to improve employees’ mental health.

• However, despite the perceived effectiveness of the policies, the proportion of 
employers who feel their managers have a good understanding of mental health 
issues has declined by 11% since 2009. There has also been an 11% decline in the 
proportion of employers who believe their organisation supports managers well     
in supporting employees with mental health conditions.

• Since 2009 there has been a significant drop in the proportion of employers 
relying on internal HR resources – and notable rises in the proportion relying on 
external providers, including outsourced employee assistance/occupational health, 
specialist intermediaries and the NHS. Larger organisations are more likely to use         
external support.

• 48% of smaller employers stated that they did not offer access to support for 
employees experiencing mental ill health.
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d) Workplace attitudes towards mental health

The 2017 survey shows positive progress in the growth of employer awareness of 
mental health at work. There has also been an increase in the proportion of employers 
who have formal policies to support people with mental ill health at work. However, 
despite this increased awareness, the survey reveals an increase in negative attitudes 
and stigma surrounding mental ill health at work. The chart below shows that there has 
been a drastic reduction in the proportion of respondents who feel comfortable talking 
about mental health with their employees. In 2009, 90% of employers felt comfortable 
talking about mental health with their staff members. In 2017, this figure was just 64%.

HR directors are the group most likely to agree that they are comfortable talking about 
mental health with employees. Similarly, larger employers demonstrated that they were 
more comfortable having these conversations compared to smaller businesses.
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There was also a 13% decline in the proportion of employers who would feel 
comfortable talking to job applicants about their mental health between 2009 and 2017. 
This again shows that in the eight years since our last survey, employers’ confidence 
in tackling and discussing mental health at work has sharply declined.

This lack of confidence from employers in talking to their employees about their mental 
health is accompanied by an increase in stigma and negative attitudes towards mental 
health at work. We asked employers whether they would be ‘willing’ to work with an 
individual with a mental health condition. Our survey again shows a disparity between 
senior managers and HR directors, with HR directors being significantly more likely to 
be willing to work with a colleague with a mental health condition than senior managers. 
Similarly, there is also a difference between larger and smaller organisations, with 
respondents from larger organisations demonstrating a more positive response 
to this question.



25Mental Health at Work: Still the Last Tabooshaw-trust.org.uk

Background and Methodology

Although the majority of respondents stated that they were willing to work with 
someone with a mental health condition, it is concerning that 31% of senior managers 
would not be willing to do so. This perhaps explains why, in the next chart, we see 
a 17% decline in respondents stating they would be flexible in offering adjustments 
or accommodations to someone with mental ill health at work. This is an extremely 
concerning finding, as it suggests that nearly one in five employers could be failing 
to adhere to the law. Under the Equality Act 2010, employers are obliged to make 
reasonable adjustments to accommodate their disabled employees. Having a mental 
health condition which has a long term and lasting impact over 12 months or more 
is covered by this legislation.

There has also been a 5% increase in the belief that negative attitudes among 
co-workers represent a barrier to employing people with mental health conditions. 
While this is one of the smaller changes since 2009, it remains a worrying direction 
of travel almost ten years on from the previous survey. 
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Distressingly, levels of concern about negative attitudes are higher in larger businesses. 
This is perhaps because they have more experience of employing people with mental 
ill health, and therefore more experience of negative attitudes. This shows that larger 
employers are not performing better than SMEs in tackling mental health stigma, 
despite the fact that they will have more experience of mental ill health (given their 
larger workforces) and more resources at their disposal.

This finding highlights an urgent need for larger employers to improve their policies 
and practices to tackle stigma and ensure that line managers have the tools they need 
to help employees remain in work. Later sections of this report set out case studies 
and resources that can support larger businesses to address stigma and better support 
line managers (such as Thames Water’s Leadership and Manager support resources).

For those people who have a mental health condition and enter the workforce, there 
has also been a concerning increase regarding perceptions of their ability to be effective 
at work. We asked respondents whether they felt that people with mental health 
conditions were ‘less reliable than other employees.’ Between 2009 and 2017 the 
proportion of employers who agreed with this statement nearly doubled, from 23% to 
42%. The proportion of respondents who disagreed fell substantially, from 60% to 26%.
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Again, these negative perceptions are most pervasive in larger businesses, and within 
senior management.

This perception that employees with mental health conditions are less reliable than 
other workers has the potential to impact on recruitment practices. 71% of respondents 
agreed with the statement that ‘employers are generally resistant to hiring workers with 
mental health conditions.’

We wanted to know why employers were concerned about employing someone 
with a mental health condition. Respondents stated that their primary concern 
was absenteeism.
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In fact, not only are employers hesitant to employ an individual with a mental health 
condition, but they also perceive themselves as taking a ‘significant risk’ by employing 
individuals with mental ill health. Between 2009 and 2017, there was a 10% increase 
in the proportion of employers who feel employing someone with a mental health 
condition in a client-facing role poses a significant risk to their business.

This negative attitude towards employing individuals with mental health conditions was 
more prevalent among senior managers and in larger organisations.
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At face value, it would be easy to assume that increased awareness would be followed 
by deeper, more nuanced and ultimately positive understanding of mental health 
conditions but this has unfortunately not been the case. There has been a 27% increase 
in the proportion of respondents who believe that ‘employees who have been off work 
with mental illness for more than a few weeks are unlikely to recover.’ This is a significant 
negative development.

Senior managers and larger employers are more likely to feel that people who have 
been absent for work for more than a few weeks are unlikely to recover from their 
period of mental ill health. These negative attitudes act as a barrier to people with 
mental health conditions returning to the workforce after a period of ill health.
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Our survey results showed a definitive need to improve awareness of government 
support for employers employing disabled people and people with mental ill health. 
More than half of the sample was unaware of either the Access to Work Mental Health 
Support Service or Disability Confident. Consistent with earlier findings, knowledge of 
these programmes was considerably better in larger businesses.

Despite the increase in negative attitudes, employers remain optimistic about the 
future of mental ill health in the workplace, with 70% stating that they were quite 
or very optimistic about the future.
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Summary of findings on attitudes towards mental health in the workplace

• Belief that people with mental health conditions are less reliable employees 
has almost doubled, from 23% in 2009 to 42% in 2017. This perception is more 
pervasive in large businesses and within senior management. 

• There has been a 10% increase in the proportion of respondents who feel that 
employing people with mental health conditions in public/client-facing roles 
represents a ‘significant risk’ – those who agree with this statement is up from    
40% in 2009 to 50% in 2017.

• 56% of employers identified negative attitudes to mental health conditions in        
co-workers as a barrier to employing people with mental health conditions – up    
5% since 2009.

• The proportion of respondents who feel comfortable talking about mental health 
with employees has fallen drastically. Only 64% feel comfortable talking about 
mental health with employees – down from 90% in 2009.

• Similarly, the proportion of employers who feel comfortable talking about mental 
health with job applicants has fallen by 13%, from 73% in 2009 to 60% in 2017, 
despite having risen between 2006 and 2009.

• 38% of employers feel that employees who have been off work with a mental illness 
for more than a few weeks are unlikely to ever recover (11% in 2009).

• Respondents from large businesses and HR directors are more likely to agree that 
they would be willing to work with someone with a mental health condition than 
their counterparts in small businesses and senior management (39% of senior 
managers agree strongly, versus 54% of HR directors; 34% of companies employing 
under 50 people agree, against 51% of those employing over 250 people).

• Agreement that employers are resistant to hiring workers with mental health 
conditions were very similar; 71% of the sample agreed with this statement, ranging 
from 67% in small businesses, to 74% in larger businesses.

• Respondents are largely optimistic about mental ill health at work in the next three 
to five years; 70% are either ‘very’ or ‘quite optimistic.’
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e) Views of our Expert Panel

To accompany our survey, we asked an expert panel of leaders working in business in 
the field of mental health to analyse the results of our surveys. Shaw Trust wanted their 
views about why the stigma and negative perceptions of employing people with mental 
health conditions has increased, even though more employers have policies to support 
their employees with mental health conditions. 

One of our experts, Anne Thomas from Mind in the City, observed that economic 
downturns have a negative impact on psychological wellbeing: “If there’s any sort 
of economic downturn, people’s mental health really does get affected”. This 
places increasing strain on businesses and workers, leading to increasing negativity 
and hostility towards mental ill health. The economic recession of 2008 led to a 
restructuring of the UK workforce, with a growth in part-time employment, self-
employment, and unstable employment offered through the ‘gig economy.’ The strains 
that this changing economy placed on employers could have included an impact on 
their employees’ mental health and, consequently, their perceptions of mental ill health 
in the workplace.

Business Disability Forum Chief Executive, Diane Lightfoot, believes that some of 
this increased negativity results from the economic and financial strain that many 
businesses find themselves under:

“I wonder if these negative attitudes are partly to do with the fact that many 
organisations have seen their budgets squeezed and their workforces expected to 
do more with less; this, compounded with a lack of understanding of mental health 
conditions and a fear of “getting it wrong” could perhaps lead to reluctance to do 
anything which they perceive could increase their own workload.” 

There is strong evidence to show that ‘good’ work is beneficial for mental health. 
Good work for employees concerns the ability to develop skills, flexibility and control 
over working hours and pace, along with communication, the ability to have a say in 
decisions, and a balance between effort and reward.19  

Research suggests that employment support for people without work needs to focus 
on effective job searching, peer support and alignment of employment and health 
services. In-work support for people with mental health conditions needs to focus 
on the following psychosocial factors: 

1. job content, changes and restructuring 
2. work intensity and job autonomy 
3. working time arrangements and work-life balance 
4. social environment 
5. job insecurity and career development.20  

19 Various studies cited in Van Stoke C and Hofman J. “Transforming employment support for those with mental health 
problems” in “Opportunity for all: Essays on transforming employment for disabled people and those with mental 
health conditions”. Published by Shaw Trust Policy Institute and the Learning and Work Institute; 2017.  
20 ibid
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Unfortunately, workers in this country are more exposed to long or irregular working 
hours than the rest of Europe (32% of UK respondents, against an average of 23% of 
EU respondents). Furthermore, employees in this country are feeling more insecure 
and pressured than at any time over the last 20 years.21  

For our expert panel, the increase in employer awareness of mental health conditions 
between 2009 and 2017 is a positive step forward. Increased awareness means a 
greater understanding of mental health. Paulette Cohen, Director for Diversity and 
Inclusion at Barclays, believes the increased awareness of mental health enables the 
opening of a dialogue with businesses, which can be used to tackle the misconceptions 
and stigma about mental health:

“Given the fact that people are now prepared to face this issue and recognise, and talk 
about it, you will see an increase in the number of people speaking out about mental 
health. It is good that more people are now facing it, that businesses are recognising 
that there are challenges but also recognising that there’s more that they have to do 
in this space.”

In this context, it is encouraging that there is optimism about workplace mental health 
going forward.

Another expert panel member, Christine Hemphill of Open Inclusion, believes that 
companies are waking up to the fact that mental health is a cost to them, but also 
that this can potentially benefit them if they get it right: 

“It’s not sufficient for sustainable business focus and improvements in workplace 
inclusion to simply want the warm, fuzzy moment that makes everyone feel good 
because they’re seen as a caring organisation. This also doesn’t respect the very real 
and valuable skills that are potentially being under-utilised. For all that it is important 
for business to do right and people to feel good, it is even more important that 
businesses realise that inclusion is a valuable driver for success. It will improve the 
quality of workforce participation as well as business outcomes through diversity of 
skills, experience and perspectives. This benefits based approach is similar to how 
people have increased the focus on wellbeing in the workforce to reflect a stronger 
understanding of the real cost in lost time, effort and skills from poor physical or 
mental health and its substantial, long term cost to the organisation.”

“There are varying levels of organisational maturity in workplace inclusion currently, with 
some overall positive momentum in the UK. What you’re seeing is some organisations 
that are still at the first stage – “awareness” – where they are just realising the issues 
inherent in their culture, processes, people management, leadership and supporting 
technology. At this early stage, litigation or complaints may be the driver that made 
them aware. Equally, other organisations in the UK are quite mature, at the real 
implementation stage with consistent removal of workplace barriers as the goal and 
sustainable business benefits as the driver. That then permeates through the business 
and its culture.”

21 ibid
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Our research shows that we are now at a fork in the road in terms of supporting 
employees experiencing mental ill health at work. We commend the journey that many 
employers have been on to enhance the advice and support they offer employees 
with mental health conditions. However, without further action from all employers, 
the stigma surrounding mental ill health will prevent even more people with mental 
health conditions from entering and sustaining employment. Our findings show that 
52% of employers now have policies to address stress and mental health at work. 
This means that 48% of employers do not. If our survey results are representative 
of all UK employers, this is simply not good enough.

This is why we are at a fork in the road. Figure one below shows the awareness maturity 
cycle that the employers we have surveyed have been on over the past twelve years. 
Christine Hemphill from Open Inclusion states:

“What you’re seeing is that momentum from first stage – awareness – to some 
organisations stepping onto the policy stage with litigation as the driver, to some 
organisations stepping onto the real implementation stage with business benefit 
as the driver, and then that permeating through culture.”

Based on the views of our expert panel, the diagram clearly shows that we will still 
continue to see incremental improvements in employers’ approaches to tackling mental 
health at work if we continue down the same path. However, unless we take more 
concerted action, the stigma which has resulted in 56% of employers stating that the 
‘negative attitudes of co-workers would be a major barrier to hiring someone with a 
mental health condition’ will still persist. Consequently, the employment rate of people 
with mental health conditions will not increase significantly above its existing level of 
39%. Employers will still lose up to £42 billion a year due to their failure to adequately 
tackle mental ill health at work.

Figure One

Conclusions and Recommendations:
The Pathway to Progress

Poor awareness of
mental health conditions, 
poor levels of understanding

Awareness decreases, 
however attitudes and 
stigma appear to be more 
positive; scale of impact
of mental health conditions 
perhaps not known

Awareness sees a drastic
increase from 2009 to 2017,
however attitudes towards
mental health appear to have
become more negative as
impacts are better understood

Awareness continues to
improve, and understanding 
of mental health conditions 
develops positively. Potential 
scale of the impacts of mental 
health are better understood, 
but so is the knowledge and 
treatments and accommodations

Awareness remains high and
likely grows, however nuanced
understanding fails to develop
and negative attitudes and
stigma toward mental health
conditions persist

2006 2009 2017 The future: A fork in the road
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Pathway to progress

How do we move beyond an incremental approach to addressing mental health in the 
workplace to a more concerted approach that will lead to tangible progress? Our survey 
highlights the need for more incentives and support for employers to develop their 
mental health and wellbeing strategies. It also shows that the government, along with 
society as a whole, needs to do more to tackle the stigma surrounding mental health, 
and that employees experiencing mental ill health need greater protections to help 
them to stay in and thrive at work.

 a)   Tackling stigma and improving protections

Stevenson and Farmer state that the cost to UK businesses from the failure to tackle 
mental ill health at work should alone be an incentive for employers to invest in the 
mental wellbeing of their workforce.22 However, as our research highlights, despite 
increased awareness around mental health at work, there has been an increase in 
stigma towards people with mental health conditions.

Double the proportion of employers surveyed in 2017 stated that people with mental 
health conditions were less reliable employees than in 2009. We acknowledge the 
importance of increasing the awareness, capabilities and skills of employers to support 
employees with mental ill health. Indeed, many of our recommendations focus on 
strengthening employers’ capabilities. However, without a concerted effort from 
government to safeguard against and tackle stigma, progress towards helping people 
with mental health conditions to enter and remain in work will plateau. Shaw Trust 
therefore makes the following recommendations:

Recommendation One: The government should strengthen the Equality Act 
and enshrine the UN Convention for the Rights of People with Disabilities 
in UK law post Brexit.

The UK’s exit from the European Union provides an opportunity for the UK to become 
a world leader in protecting the employment rights of people experiencing mental ill 
health and with mental health conditions. The UK is currently a signatory of the United 
Nations Convention of the Rights of Disabled People (UNCRPD). Despite this, the UK 
government has not included adherence to the Convention in domestic legislation. 
However, the UNCRPD is enshrined in European legislation, which based on the 
European Communities Act of 1972 means that its principles can be upheld in European 
Law. This has been recognised in the outcomes of recent employment tribunals.23  

22 Stevenson/Farmer D, Farmer S. Thriving at work: the Stevenson/Farmer/Farmer review of mental health and 
employers; 2017. www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers  
23 Employment Appeal Tribunal, Appeal No. UKEAT/0110/15/LA (2015)
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Brexit means this European legislation will no longer apply to UK law. The government 
therefore has the opportunity to strengthen the Equality Act and enshrine the UNCRPD 
in domestic legislation. The UNCRPD should have primacy in UK law, with the status 
of this United Nations legislation being maintained. This would ensure that disabled 
people with mental health conditions receive protections in the workplace. It would also 
support any government efforts to tackle stigma, and would ensure that people with 
mental health conditions had equal access to the legal system – including employment 
tribunals – if they had experienced discrimination at work. Enhancing the employment 
rights of people with mental health conditions may also have intersectional benefits, 
for example by improving the employment rights of disabled people as a whole. 

Recommendation Two: The government should ensure that individuals 
with one-off or short-term recurring periods of mental ill health are 
protected by legislation.

It is imperative that employers receive the support they need to ensure that their 
organisations are welcoming and inclusive workplaces for employees with mental 
health conditions. Unfortunately, in some cases, individuals may be the victims of 
discrimination. A recent survey by Business in the Community found that 15% of 
employees who had disclosed that they had a mental health condition had experienced 
disciplinary procedures, demotion or dismissal.24 With 56% of employers in our survey 
stating that they would not employ an individual with a mental health condition due 
to fear of the negative attitudes of co-workers, clearly the government needs to 
strengthen anti-discrimination legislation. 

Currently, through the Equality Act, only individuals who have a “physical or mental 
impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and ‘long-term’ negative effect on your ability to do 
normal daily activities”25 are covered by the legislation. Long-term is defined as having 
an effect lasting for more than 12 months. Thus individuals who experience mental 
health conditions lasting over 12 months are covered by the Equality Act. However, if 
an individual experienced a condition like depression for fewer than twelve months, due 
to a life event, for example, that individual would not be protected by the Equality Act. 

Our mental health operates on a continuum. We will all have periods of better mental 
health, and poorer mental health. Employers should do all they can to support their 
employees through a one-off period, or recurring short periods, of mental ill health. 
These employees should also be protected from workplace discrimination. The 
Equality Act should therefore be reformed to offer additional protections to employees 
experiencing shorter periods of poor mental health or recurring shorter periods of 
mental ill health lasting less than a year.

24 Business in the Community (2017), Mental Health at Work: National Employee Mental Wellbeing Survey Findings 
2017: https://wellbeing.bitc.org.uk/system/files/research/bitcmental_health_at_work_report-2017.pdf  
25 www.gov.uk/definition-of-disability-under-equality-act-2010



37Mental Health at Work: Still the Last Tabooshaw-trust.org.uk

Conclusions and Recommendations: The Pathway to Progress

Recommendation Three: The government should invest in an anti-stigma 
campaign to tackle the myths surrounding mental ill health at work.

Charity-led campaigns such as ‘Time to Change’ (which has received some Department 
of Health and Big Lottery funding) and ‘Heads Together’ have been extremely effective 
in tackling the taboo and stigma surrounding mental health and mental health 
conditions. They have helped to drive a positive attitudinal shift in society. However, 
our research highlights that this shift needs to have a greater impact in the workplace. 
Previous government information campaigns directed at employers, such as ‘Workie’ 
for the auto-enrolment of workplace pensions, have been successful. Auto-enrolment 
in workplace pensions increased from 55% to 78% of the workplace population in the 
wake of the advert, and particularly among small and medium-sized employers 
– a group that the advert particularly focused on.26  

A similar campaign should be devised by the government to tackle the taboo 
surrounding mental ill health at work. The campaign should have an anti-stigma 
message and should be tailored and targeted at large, medium and small employers, 
as well as employees. It should be developed in close consultation with mental health 
charities and representative bodies.

26 www.gov.uk/government/publications/automatic-enrolment-review-2017-analytical-report
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Case Study
Barclays: ‘This is Me’ and ‘This is Me in the City’
Business Disability Forum Chief Executive Diane Lightfoot was one of our experts. 
She has highlighted the anti-stigma work being undertaken by Barclays. 

Barclays’ This is Me and This is Me in the City campaigns challenge the stigma around 
mental health at work and aim to break the culture of silence by supporting people to 
tell their own stories.

The This is Me campaign was created to encourage understanding about mental health 
issues and develop an environment where employees could comfortably speak out 
about their personal experiences of mental ill health and wellbeing. Sharing stories 
on film and online is central to the campaign. It enabled employees to be authentic in 
telling their stories and to capture the whole person, not just a challenge or problem. 

The campaign began with just nine colleagues talking about their mental health 
challenges. It has grown to include nearly 200 stories and over 60,000 visits to the 
webpage. There has been an overwhelmingly positive response to the campaign. It has 
resulted in improvements in trust and engagement attitudes. Disability disclosure rates 
have increased and Barclays is retaining talent, as more employees successfully return 
to work after mental health-related leaves of absence. The campaign has helped build 
the confidence of those who have shared their stories.

Barclays now marks the UN International Day of Persons with Disabilities (on December 3) 
by highlighting its campaign more broadly. What started out as a focus on mental 
health has broadened out to include stories from colleagues with a wide range of 
disabilities and health conditions, as well as those directly impacted by these issues. 
The campaign also focuses on manager training and policy reviews, as well as improving 
the work environment for all employees who need additional support to improve their 
mental health and wellbeing.

In 2016, Barclays partnered with the City of London’s Lord Mayor’s Appeal, Mind, 
Business Healthy and the City Mental Health Alliance to launch This is Me in the City. 
By May 2017, over 115 organisations had registered their interest. 22 directly deployed 
campaign activities, representing over 400,000 employees. Barclays plans to double 
the campaign’s reach and impact by the end of 2017. 

In 2016, This is Me in the City won the Business Disability Forum’s Disability Smart 
Award for staff retention for its impact on workplaces across the City of London.
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Improving employer awareness, attitudes and confidence

Thames Water explains in its organisational mental health strategy, which is showcased 
later in this report: 

“Looking after the mental health of our employees not only improves the general health 
and wellbeing of our employees but it also makes business sense: tackling stigma can 
make a real difference to sickness absence rates, presenteeism levels, staff wellbeing 
and productivity, and retention”. 

Thames Water’s mental health strategy has led to a reduction in time lost to illness of 
nearly 80% over the last five years. This is an excellent example of what can be achieved 
with a thoughtful strategy. Shaw Trust believes that the government needs to play 
a more active role in supporting employers to develop their knowledge and expertise 
in enhancing the mental health and wellbeing of their workforce. In this vein, we make 
the following recommendations.

Recommendation Four: The government should incentivise employers to 
implement the Stevenson and Farmer review Core Standards for Employers.

In October last year, Lord Stevenson and Paul Farmer published their government-
commissioned, independent report Thriving at work: A review of mental health and 
employers. In their review, Stevenson and Farmer recommended that every UK 
employer adopt six ‘core standards’ to ensure that they are better equipped to support 
employees experiencing mental ill health. 
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The six core standards identified by Stevenson and Farmer 27 

1)  Produce, implement, and communicate a mental health at work plan 

2)  Develop mental health awareness among employees 

3)  Encourage open conversations about mental health and the support available
     when employees are struggling 

4)  Provide employees with good working conditions and ensure they have a healthy 
     work life balance and opportunities for development 

5)  Promote effective people management through line managers and supervisors 

6)  Routinely monitor employee mental health and wellbeing

To encourage employers to adopt these core standards, the Stevenson and Farmer 
review suggested that the government could look into tax incentives for employers that 
adopt the core standards. It also recommended utilising communications channels 
via employer trade bodies, trade unions and Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs to 
promote these standards to small and medium-sized employers.

Shaw Trust supports this approach. We also believe that the government can go further. 
The government could use its procurement practices to incentivise the adoption of the 
standards. For example, Shaw Trust has recently secured three DWP-commissioned 
Work and Health Programme contracts. Part of the terms and conditions of being on 
the pre-qualifying framework to bid for the Work and Health Programme contracts 
was that bidders had to achieve the government’s Disability Confident standard at the 
‘Leader’ level within 12 months of signing the terms and conditions of service. Failure 
to do so would lead to a breach of contract. As a charity, Shaw Trust was in the process 
of working towards leader status. However, for other suppliers – whether they are 
providing stationery, IT support, or a contracted service – requiring organisations to 
achieve Disability Confident or lose their contracts is a strong means of driving reform. 
The government should take a similar approach to ensure that businesses implement 
the Stevenson and Farmer core standards.

27 Stevenson D and Farmer S. Thriving at work: the Stevenson/Farmer/Farmer review of mental health                         
and employers; 2017 www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers. 
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Case Study
Thames Water: ‘Time To Talk’ mental health strategy
Thames Water’s comprehensive ‘Time to Talk’ mental health strategy highlights 
the importance of prevention, including causation and the onset of mental health 
conditions, particularly in the workplace. Time to Talk, has been built using 
SPOT principles:

• Spotting the signs,
• Providing opportunities to talk 
• Offering a listening ear and 
• Talking to professional support services early

Objectives 

The strategy has four key objectives:

• Greater understanding of mental health amongst all employees  
• Infiltrate those with a recognised qualification in mental health into all areas            

of the workplace
• Equip managers with a specialist resource pack to embed and enable the SPOT 

principles
• Closer monitoring of cases of mental health in the workplace, taking action             

on reoccurring trends.

Leadership

The executive team and senior managers are instrumental in setting the tone across 
the organisation on mental health. Engaging the senior executive team in a mental 
review process has also helped to remove the stigma around work-related illness.    

Manager’s support 

To support managers, Thames Water designed an online manager’s pack accessible 
via their employee portal. The pack pulls together supportive documents and 
information to help managers have effective conversations around mental health within 
their teams. All managers are expected to undertake a Mind-Fit awareness training 
course to complement and enhance the resources provided in the manager’s pack.  

Harnessing new technology

Thames Water has developed a world first virtual reality mental health programme 
which very delegate on their course can experience. It uses sight and sound virtual 
reality film to place the user in the position of someone with mental health conditions. 
As well as this, it shows the benefits of positive mental health and how to help 
achieve this.
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Discussion opportunities

Discussion around mental health across the business is growing, with a mental health 
discussion group set up on the internal chat service, weekly posts on engagement 
forums, frequent emails and phone calls to the Occupational Health team from managers 
and Mental Health First Aiders requesting support following effective conversations. 

Outcomes

The outcomes of the Time To Talk strategy have been impressive. 
Over the last year, there has been a 33% reduction in time lost to illness. Cumulatively, 
Thames Water has seen its mental health measures reduce illness absences by 76% 
over the last five years.  

Time To Talk has also led to a significant increase in occupational health referrals, thanks 
to more effective workplace conversations. This is helping to completely remove the 
stigma around mental health at Thames Water.
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28 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/five-thousand-uk-employers-are-now-disability-confident
29 Stevenson/Farmer D, Farmer S. Thriving at work: the Stevenson/Farmer/Farmer review of mental health and 
employers; 2017. www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers.  

Recommendation Five: The DWP should enhance its Disability Confident 
scheme by emphasising mental health during accreditation.

The DWP states that 5,000 employers have signed up to its Disability Confident 
scheme.28 Disability Confident provides employers with a range of information and 
support to recruit disabled people with confidence. Employers can be accredited as 
Disability Confident at three different levels: level one – Disability Confident Committed, 
level two – Disability Confident Employer and level three – Disability Confident Leader. 
For levels two and three, employers have to complete a detailed assessment of how 
their recruitment and workplace policies and procedures support and champion the 
employment of disabled people. 

Shaw Trust therefore recommends that the DWP builds on the success of the existing 
Disability Confident assessment and incorporates specific questions to assess 
employers’ ability to recruit and retain staff with mental health conditions. The revised 
assessment could reference the Stevenson and Farmer core standards at level two 
– Disability Confident Employer, and enhanced standards at level three – Disability 
Confident Leader.

Recommendation Six: Employers should improve training for line managers 
and employees to increase awareness and understanding of mental health
in the workplace.

As set out in the Stevenson and Farmer review, only 24% of managers have received 
some training on workplace mental health.29 This remains a significant barrier to 
improving attitudes towards workplace mental health, as attitudes among senior 
management have the ability to dictate the remits of those in HR positions. 

Senior management buy-in and training is therefore incredibly important in setting the 
tone of mental health workplace awareness. The impact of poor line management in 
relation to mental health was picked up on repeatedly by our expert panel. According  
to Anne Thomas of Mind in the City, education of line managers is key. It reinforces what 
HR directors themselves believe: that practical guidelines and line manager training 
would be beneficial.

Shaw Trust recommends that all employers implement mental health awareness 
training as a core part of their training packages. Many employers routinely require 
staff to complete training on health and safety procedures, safeguarding and training 
on their organisation’s systems upon induction or on an annual basis. Mental health 
awareness training could form a core part of this training package. 
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For line managers, a more in-depth training programme on mental health awareness 
should be implemented as a core part of their training. This should include mental 
health first aid training, details of how employers can support their colleagues 
through a period of mental ill health, and an overview of legal responsibilities. These 
responsibilities include the need to make reasonable adjustments as per the Equality 
Act 2010. As per Stevenson and Farmer’s recommendations, the take-up of this training 
should be monitored and managed at a senior management or board level. Employers 
should also implement regular surveys to monitor the mental health and wellbeing of 
their staff.

Recommendation Seven: The government should introduce an employer 
information portal to share information on Access to Work, Disability 
Confident, the Work and Health Programme and Fit for Work. This should 
also be a platform to share case studies and best practice, to ensure 
employers have access to the information they need to support employees 
experiencing mental ill health.

Our results show that more than half of the employers surveyed were unaware 
of either the Access to Work Mental Health Support Service or Disability Confident. 
Shaw Trust was therefore pleased to see the DWP commit to setting up an 
employer information resource in its recent Improving Lives: The Future of Work, 
Health and Disability strategy.30  

The majority of the employers with which Shaw Trust works want to increase the 
number of disabled people they employ. However, often they lack the knowledge 
of how to develop an accessible recruitment process, make workplace adjustments 
or offer tailored support to disabled employees. They also fear that they will lack the 
skills to effectively support their employee should something go wrong. These issues 
need to be tackled if employers are to become truly disability confident. 

We would like to see this employer information resource contain information about:

• The Access to Work Mental Health Support Service (which many employers           
are still unaware of)

• Details of local Work and Health Programme providers
• Fit for Work – or other local specialist disability employment support
• Employers’ obligations the Equality Act 2010
• Tips and case studies demonstrating how people with mental health conditions   

can be effectively supported in the workplace

An effective marketing campaign should accompany the launch of the resource, 
to ensure that employers are aware of the support available to them.

30 Improving Lives: The Future of Work, Health and Disability” Command Paper, Department of Work and Pensions and 
Department of Health, November 2017. gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/663399/
improving-lives-the-future-of-work-health-and-disability.PDF  www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/663400/print-ready-improving-lives-the-future-of-work-health-and-disability.pdf
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31 Stevenson D, Farmer S. Thriving at work: the Stevenson/Farmer review of mental health and employers; 2017.    
www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers  
32 ibid
33 ibid 

Throughout our expert interviews, recognition of best practice in mental health was 
identified as an opportunity, rather than a cost. For example, Diane Lightfoot said:

“I’m very encouraged by the amount of good practice there is. It’s great that mental 
health is being talked about publicly now, with public figures coming forward 
and saying, ‘I have this condition, this is my story’, and that people are talking 
about it within organisations, in a way which would have been unimaginable 
even 5 years ago, but it’s not a panacea. There also needs to be practical support 
in place. Many organisations are looking holistically at the well-being of their 
employees and recognising that whilst roughly 50% of mental health conditions 
are linked to work, that obviously means that half aren’t. We’re seeing employers 
increasingly promoting employee wellbeing beyond say healthy eating, to include 
money management and debt management support because financial worries 
are often a factor in people suffering with their mental health, and implementing 
really innovative programmes such as mental health allies in the workplace.”

Recommendation Eight: Increase employer accountability through monitoring 
and external reporting.

The Stevenson and Farmer review highlights the importance of increased employer 
transparency and accountability through internal and external reporting on mental 
health.31  

A system of workplace inspections could be introduced, along the lines of the German 
system (see case study below), or using the OFSTED model. Stevenson and Farmer 
suggest taking action through the Equality and Human Rights Commission and Health 
and Safety Executive.32  

Inspectors should be given powers to rate businesses for their workplace mental health 
policies and practices in relation to support for employees, mental health awareness-
raising and anti-stigma initiatives. Stevenson and Farmer also suggest that professional 
employment assistance and occupational health bodies should include mental health 
in their training programmes, assessments and standards.33 

I’m very encouraged by the amount of good practice there is. It’s 
great that mental health is being talked about publicly now, with 
public figures coming forward and saying, ‘I have this condition, 
this is my story’...”.

Diane Lightfoot, Chief Executive, Business Disability Forum
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Case Study
The ‘Psyche’ Work Programme: Training German 
Labour Inspectors
Germany’s Psyche national work programme has been developed through the country’s 
Occupational Safety and Health Strategy. It is designed to reduce work-related stress. 
The programme’s slogan is Reducing stress – developing potential. 

The programme aims to ensure that key workplace stakeholders – including 
entrepreneurs, managers, staff representatives, and occupational health and safety 
specialists – are fully informed about work-related stress issues and are motivated 
and supported to deal with them. 

The programme provides a portal (gda-psyche.de), with advice for employers 
and employees, recommendations for implementing workplace psychosocial risk 
assessments and practical tools for addressing stress in the workplace.

Furthermore, the programme provides training in mental health qualifications for 
Germany’s network of inspectors from occupational health and safety authorities and 
accident insurance institutions. They are responsible for enforcing the country’s health 
and safety regulations. The inspectors conduct work site inspections, which include 
psychological stress risk assessments. An aim of the Psyche programme, by the end 
of last year, was for all inspectors to have a basic knowledge of psychological stress.34   

Our research has demonstrated that mental health is 
still very much the last workplace taboo. Despite seeing 
a rise in stigma and negative attitudes towards employees 
with mental ill health, our research has shown that more 
employers are aware of, and better equipped to manage, 
mental ill health and wellbeing in their organisations. If 
positive action is taken to implement the Stevenson and 
Farmer core standards and train line managers, alongside 
a campaign to tackle workplace stigma and strengthen 
equalities legislation, by the time we conduct the next 
survey, the taboo surrounding mental health at work 
should have disappeared. 

34 https://www.gda-portal.de/en/Workprogrammes/Psyche.html
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Further workplace mental health evidence, 
advice and resources 
Shaw Trust Mental Health and Wellbeing Programmes

Shaw Trust delivers a number of programmes aimed at people experiencing mental ill 
health. These include programmes to help people with mental health conditions find 
and enter employment, such as Aim4Work and Get Back on Track. Shaw Trust also 
provides services to help improve individuals’ health and wellbeing, such as the Suffolk 
Wellbeing Service and Live Well Kent. A full list of our services can be found at 
www.shaw-trust.org.uk/mentalhealth. We have produced a ‘top tips’ for employers 
to create a healthy workplace and a ‘top tips’ for people with mental ill health who 
are looking for work. The videos can be viewed here:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J0QAHcK_CRo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QFMJ_rIajWo

Case Study
Aim4Work
Aim4Work is a Shaw Trust programme that supports adults in London who are 
unemployed and have common mental health conditions.

Aim4Work is jointly funded by the Big Lottery and the European Social Fund under the 
Building Better Opportunities programme. It forms part of their commitment to invest 
in local projects to tackle the root causes of poverty, promote social inclusion and drive 
jobs and growth.

The service is based on the principles of the Individual Placement and Support model, 
which is recognised for its effectiveness in supporting people with mental health 
conditions into sustained employment. Individuals eligible for the programme can 
self-refer or come through clinical channels, Jobcentre Plus or local authority services.
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The Mental Health Foundation:
mentalhealth.org.uk/our-work/mental-health-workplace

• “National policies that support employers to recruit and then sustain people with 
mental health problems in work are good for business, good for people and good 
for our society,” says the Foundation.

• The Mental Health Foundation has published a practical guide on How to Support 
Mental Health at Work in partnership with Unum, the employee benefits provider.

• Reports on workplace mental health are also available: Managing Mental Health      
in the Workplace, Mindful Nation UK and Added Value: Mental Health as Workplace 
Asset.

• The Foundation highlights how mental health conditions are the leading cause of 
sickness absence. 70 million working days are lost each year due to mental health 
conditions in the UK, costing employers approximately £2.4 billion per year. 

• UK workers with mental health conditions contributed £226 billion to UK GDP last 
year: this is nine times more than the cost of mental health conditions to economic 
output of an estimated £25 billion.

• In Added Value, the Foundation advises employers that decisive leadership 
messages are required to emphasise that the culture of workplaces will support 
people in emerging distress. The Mental Health in the Workplace report promotes 
the benefits of good line management: “Line managers, a group entrusted with        
a key relationship within the workforce, are better equipped to provide the support 
needed in the workplace.” 

• The Foundation conducted a major survey of working people with mental health 
conditions and line managers as part of its Added Value report. This research 
revealed that 86% of survey respondents considered that work was important        
in protecting and maintaining their mental health – a conclusion borne out by the 
qualitative interviews conducted. The people interviewed regarded work as key      
to their identity and critical to maintaining their recovery.

• The Foundation emphasises the importance of preventative measures, and is 
partnering with Unum on a workplace prevention programme on mental ill health.  
A number of other business partnerships are also planned.

• Where the causes of mental ill health are work-related, practical steps can reduce 
contributory factors, in addition to psychological support or self-management 
techniques to deal with symptoms. Breathing and relaxation advice, and an online 
mindfulness course, are available on the Foundation’s website to help people cope 
with workplace stress and anxiety.

• A number of case studies and blogs provide advice to employers and employees.
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Royal College of Psychiatrists:  
rcpsych.ac.uk/usefulresources/workandmentalhealth.aspx

• The Royal College of Psychiatrists is the professional body responsible for education 
and training, and setting and raising standards in psychiatry.

• Birmingham is hosting the Royal College of Psychiatrists International Congress  
from 24–27 June 2018.

• According to the Royal College, “There is compelling evidence that paid or unpaid 
work can help physical and mental health and wellbeing.” However, it also 
acknowledges that “starting work, staying in work, or returning to work after             
a period of mental ill-health can be difficult.”

• Advice for employees is offered on issues such as rights, job searching, applications 
and reasonable adjustments. The Royal College has developed a Wellness and 
Recovery Action Plan (WRAP), with links to resources, to support workers to stay in, 
and return to, employment.

• Advice for employers is offered on supporting workers to stay productive, creating  
a healthy work environment and having difficult conversations about mental health.

• Clinicians are offered advice on patient care plans combining work with recovery 
from mental ill-health.

• There is also information for carers to help prepare those they care for to start       
or return to work.   

Mind: 
mind.org.uk/workplace 

• According to Mind, at least one in six workers experience common mental health 
conditions, including anxiety and depression. 

• Mind’s research shows work is the biggest cause of stress in people’s lives, more   
so than debt or financial conditions. Yet, they say this may not be talked about in       
the workplace because it is still a taboo subject. 

• Workplace Wellbeing Index – This provides a benchmark of best policy and practice 
that will help employers find out what they are doing well and where they could 
improve their approach to mental health in the workplace.

• Mind provides self-help advice for both employers and employees, including 
a Wellness Action Plan (WAP), similar to Royal College of Psychiatrists’ WRAP 
resources.

• Mind offers training and programmes in the workplace, as well as consultancy 
services and free webinars (visit their website for upcoming sessions).

• Mind offers an Influence and Participation Toolkit for anyone whose organisation 
or workplace wants to engage with people with mental health conditions in                    
a meaningful way. 
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Wellbeing in the City
samaritans.org/for-business/wellbeing-city

• This is a newly launched emotional support programme for City workers, using 
Samaritans’ expertise.

• Two interactive programmes have been created: Samaritans Active Listening Skills 
and Samaritans Wellbeing Toolkit. PWC is trialling them. Each programme takes less 
than an hour to complete and can be accessed in 10 minute sections.  

Guidance for employees on their rights

• The Equality and Human Rights Commission’s website provides comprehensive 
guidance for workers on their rights under the 2010 Equality Act at: 
equalityhumanrights.com/en/advice-and-guidance/guidance-workers

• There are sections on rights to equality at work in relation to issues such as job 
applications, flexibility at work, pay and benefits, training and promotion, how you 
are managed, dismissal, redundancy and retirement, disclosure of a disability or 
health condition and an employer’s duty to make reasonable adjustments.
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