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Supporting mental 
wellbeing in the workplace
Supporting the workplace wellbeing of employees is no longer a fringe human 
resources interest for a minority of employers. Instead, it has become a 
cornerstone of most successful business models, with the links between good 
employee mental health, staff retention and profitability more apparent than ever. 
To help steer employers through the process of establishing and maintaining a 
clear mental wellbeing strategy for employees, Guardian Jobs has produced this 
helpful guide. Inside you’ll find:

 ▶  ideas that other companies are using to engage with the process and 
measure the results

 ▶  tips on thinking outside the box when it comes to relieving work-based 
stress and anxiety

 ▶ ways to support the mental health of diverse employee groups
 ▶  a consideration of the challenges of managing staff wellbeing remotely in 

a future that has been significantly changed by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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When did the mental health of employees become a concern for companies? 
Why does it matter if employees are anxious or stressed? And should it really be 
the responsibility of employers to manage it? 
Previous generations wouldn’t recognise the 21st-century approach to 
employment. However a combination of public and celebrity openness to 
talking about mental health, an increased awareness, among millennials and 
Generation Z, of the links between mental health, overall wellbeing and risk of 
disease, as well as a growing body of medical studies, have caused a real shift in 
thinking. The need to retain valuable staff means companies are also keen to 
establish rigorous and transparent strategies.
A quick glance at the numbers proves the overwhelming case for employee 
mental health support. 

1. Workplace wellbeing:  
a big deal for companies

This statistic should make companies not already engaged with a mental 
health strategy sit up and take notice. That suggests close to half of an 
organisation’s employee wellbeing is at stake. 
There is also a tangible link between sick days taken to deal with mental 
health issues and profits. As Dr Nick Taylor, CEO and co-founder of 
Unmind, says, “The leading cause of staff absence in the UK is mental ill 
health, and the cost to both the economy and employers is staggering.” 
Estimations vary but it’s believed mental ill-health is costing the UK more 
than £94 billion a year, including treatment, social support costs and losses 
to the economy, according to a report by the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD)3.
A handy slide tool on the Unmind website puts the figures in stark relief. 
Input the number of employees in your organisation and an algorithm will 
estimate how many colleagues are struggling with mental health issues, 
how many days you’re losing each year as a result, and the annual cost 
across absenteeism, presenteeism (turning up to work when ill) and staff 
turnover. Plug in 1,000 employees, for example, and you’ll get around 4,300 
days a year lost to work-related stress4.
More than 90% of employers who responded to REBA’s survey, from 
companies such as BT, Centrica, Diageo, DHL, Marks & Spencer and 
Virgin Media, said the importance of supporting employee wellbeing had 
increased since the pandemic. And 78% have seen an increase in staff 
asking about available support. 
So if you think the effects of COVID-19 are temporary, think again. A 
significant development is the number of senior managers and board 
members getting involved: 88.7% in the REBA survey said mental health 
is “an increased topic of conversation” among line managers. With the 
economic and social fallout from the pandemic set to continue for months, 
if not years, companies are putting best practice in place, permanently.

According to mental health charity Mind, around one in four people in the 
UK will experience a mental health problem each year, and one in six people 
in England experience a common mental health issue, such as anxiety or 
depression, in any given week1. 
Before the coronavirus took hold at the beginning of 2020, the overall number 
of people with mental health problems had not changed significantly in recent 
years, although concerns about money and jobs were increasing as triggers. But 
the issues have been exacerbated by the challenges of COVID19 and this is likely 
to change the face of the workplace – from new remote-working practices to 
redundancies and job restructuring – and impact on employee wellbeing.
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The Reward & Employee Benefits Association (REBA), carried out a study in May 
2020 in association with Unmind, a workplace mental health digital platform, 
which predicted that 41% of the UK population is at risk of developing some form 
of mental health problem as a result of the pandemic2.

41%

1. https://www.mind.org.uk/media-a/2958/statistics-facts-2017.pdf
2. Reba Covid-19 and Employee Mental Health Research report 2020: https://reba.global/reports/mental-health-survey

3.  https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/nov/22/mental-illness-costs-uk-94bn-a-year-oecd-report- 
says-employment-economy-productivity

4. https://unmind.com/#anchor-about
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Legislation covering stress in the workplace is somewhat vague. The Health 
and Safety at Work Act 1974 places a duty of care on employers to ensure the 
health, safety and welfare at work of all employees, with the clause “so far as 
is reasonable”. That provides wiggle room for many companies. For example, 
one prestigious city law firm, which is relatively progressive in its wellbeing 
stance, commented that it does what it can but it’s simply not realistic to 
enforce a 37-hour week for solicitors engaged with high-net worth clients and 
pressured, time-sensitive lawsuits. It becomes a case of the company doing 
what it can to support workers around longer, often high-stress, hours.
However, companies that successfully integrate a wellbeing support network 
and mental health programme into their organisations report hugely positive 
experiences and net gains for the employers. But it’s not a quick, easy fix. 
It means tackling your management set-up, establishing tools, training, 
initiatives and benefits that might aid a happy, healthy workforce, and looking 
at new strategies – such as job shares, remote working and flexible hours.

Company set-up
Auto Trader, the UK’s largest digital automotive marketplace, and a highly 
profitable FTSE 100 company, has focused on supporting the mental health 
and championing the diversity of its employees for years. It has achieved 
success through established programmes that it adds to whenever a new 
challenge, such as COVID-19, arises. It describes its company culture as 
“inclusive, progressive and collaborative”. 
Flora McDonald, a business coach and facilitator working with London 
Marathon Events, parent company of the London Marathon, says, “While 
not yet a legal requirement, many organisations are now treating mental 
health in similar ways to physical health. Just as there are first aiders in every 
organisation, companies are training managers and staff to become ‘mental 
first aiders’. These volunteers are equipped to step in and support someone in 
distress with a mental health first-aid plan.”
Whatever approach companies take, the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) 
suggests steps should be taken to implement legal regulations regarding 
mental health at work, such as directors monitoring factors that might flag 
a stress-related problem, be it high levels of absenteeism, poor performance 
or conflict between staff. It also recommends that HR teams  keep up to date 
with best practice, and conduct and review risk assessments.

The HSE also places responsibility in the laps of employees themselves, 
noting that they should inform their employer if they feel work pressure is 
putting them at risk of ill health, and suggesting ways in which the company 
might help alleviate stress.
It’s worth breaking down the company-wide approach into the distinct areas 
below to see how different organisations handle the challenges.

Effective management
Nearly two fifths of businesses have seen a rise in stress-related absence over 
the past year, with poor management style largely to blame, according to a 
recent report from the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development 
(CIPD). The CIPD also reported that only 50% of managers had undergone 
training to help colleagues manage stress, and just 37% of managers have 
been trained to spot the warning signs of absenteeism and presenteeism5.
Auto Trader’s management set-up is described as a “flat structure with limited 
hierarchy”. Sophie Ratinckx, a people partner at Auto Trader, says, “We offer 
bespoke, internally written manager training programmes called Practical 
People Leadership Programmes, and have a learning hub on the intranet with 
plenty of resources, plus an internal team who work within different areas of 
the business to understand their development needs”.
As Flora McDonald notes, “Whatever leaders do is going to drive behaviour. 
If they’re looking after their own mental health while working remotely, and 
being explicit about what they’re doing to take care of themselves, it sends a 
positive signal.” 
Leaders must therefore be cautious about what messages they put out. “As 
organisations start planning a return to the physical workplace, they may 
claim staff can choose whatever suits them best [working from home or at the 
office]”, says McDonald. “However, if all the senior team return to the office, 
others will feel the pressure to follow suit. Leaders must consider their actions 
as that will always set the tone.”
Dr Nick Taylor of Unmind agrees. “CEOs of big enterprise companies are 
speaking a lot about this now. I’ve stood in a room with a managing partner 
of a law firm talking about his mental health – these are things that would not 
have happened a few years ago.”

2. Mental health and wellbeing  
at the heart of your business

5.  Health And Wellbeing at Work Report, CIPD, 31 March, 2020: https: 
//www.cipd.co.uk/Images/health-and-well-being-2020-report_tcm18-73967.pdf
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Flexible and autonomous working
In many companies, employees are increasingly accountable for their own 
output, with minimal hands-on daily management. Flexible start and finish 
times or the option to top up hours at home can help the work-life balance. So if, 
for example, someone needs to be at home for a sofa delivery, that’s fine as long as 
they make up the hours – sitting on the new sofa with their laptop, perhaps.

Workplace environment
The physical workplace is also key to employee happiness, according to 
research. Following the Silicon Valley approach, a lot of the UK’s medium to large 
businesses now create colourful, playful, open-plan spaces with plenty of natural 
light, breakout areas, soft furnishings and plants. While cynics point out that it’s 
primarily to keep employees at the office for longer, UK employers are beginning 
to understand the capital benefits of a happy workforce. They know that sofas, 
large windows and a PlayStation in a breakout area contribute to a more relaxed 
working environment and better communication between employees. 
For the same reasons, plenty of employers have now done away with allocated 
desks and instead ask workers to “hot desk” with laptops. Onsite canteens also 
help by encouraging workers to take a desk break, rather than bring lunch and 
eat while typing.
Taking the workplace into employees’ homes in a positive way, and managing 
it remotely, is the new challenge post COVID-19. As well as remote workplace 
assessments to check on the condition and ergonomics of equipment (sending 
out new chairs or keyboards where needed, for example), companies have been 
virtually transporting their fitness trainers into people’s homes via Zoom for a 
quick stretch or 30-minute work-out to relieve tension. There are also ‘virtual’ 
happy hours to encourage teams to relax socially, and new working groups set 
up to keep company volunteering schemes and clubs going so that the spirit of 
community and purpose continues.

Diversity and the need for a bespoke approach
Providing tailored mental health support for specific individuals, rather than 
large demographics, is tricky but vital. The priorities of an older, white parent are 
likely to be different to the needs of a BAME, child-free millennials.
Julia Muir is CEO of Gaia Innovation, a non-profit social enterprise that connects 
employers with diverse talent pools within the student population. She also runs 
the Automotive 30% Club, which aims to ensure car companies have 30% of job 
roles filled by women by 2030. CEOs and MDs sign up to a concrete plan to bring 
women up through the ranks to board level to achieve the target. 

“Inclusive leaders that create inclusive cultures for diverse people are much 
better placed to understand that a ‘one size fits all’ solution doesn’t work for 
mental wellbeing”, says Muir. “An inclusive employer puts protocols in place to 
ensure every employee will feel confident to express challenges they’re facing 
due to mental wellbeing issues, while being aware this may manifest itself 
differently for men and women, or different ethnicities. The phenomenon of 
‘toxic masculinity’, for example, creates a significant health burden on men who 
feel they can’t express fear or sadness, so become angry or withdrawn.”
“There’s no perfect solution”, admits Dr Taylor. “The reality is, these different 
groups often feel marginalised. It needs progressive solutions, like a jigsaw 
puzzle approach where you provide support for all diversities. We have a hugely 
varied catalogue of content on our site to ensure we’re catering for all.” 
Christos Tsaprounis, Head of People and Culture at Auto Trader, is proud of the 
diversity and inclusion networks that have been established at the company 
(LGBTQ+, BAME, Disability and Neurodiversity, and Women), and has been busy 
since COVID-19, creating virtual “safe spaces” for the network members, such as 
Movies with Meaning: a film club where members choose a movie of their choice 
that covers important issues – from period poverty and disability to transphobia 
and structural racism. 
The overarching approach of these varied organisations and leaders is clear: 
catering to the mental wellbeing of a group of diverse individuals requires a very 
broad set of offerings.

How to spot workplace stress
Flora McDonald of London Marathon Events says: “Stress 
manifests differently in each person so the number one sign to look 
out for is a change in behaviour.” Five common indicators include:
1. Irritability
2. Increased worry and anxiety
3. Withdrawing from regular contact
4. Inconsistent attention and performance
5. Tiredness
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Any company looking to introduce or review its mental wellbeing strategy 
needs to take stock of its current working practices in order to decide what 
changes to make. 
Now that companies are focused more intently on supporting distanced 
workers, managers are, more than ever, looking for a broad mix of expert advice, 
apps, content, podcasts and helplines. 
ASOS, the online fashion retailer, uses a suite of resources, according to 
Stephanie Valles, Head of wellbeing at the brand. “We regularly signpost tools 
and resources that help wellbeing as a whole, whether it be physical, mental, 
financial or social,” she says. “We are always listening, but also encourage self-
management and a proactive approach to wellbeing.” 
ASOS’s resources include mental health first aiders, healthcare benefits and 
family and financial wellbeing hubs. Remote-working support includes social 
activities, DJ sets, baking and art classes, as well as adjusting work patterns and 
hours to help those in caring roles.
One resource ASOS uses is Unmind, which provides an outsourced solution for 
employee mental health support. Established four years ago, it was witnessing 
exponential growth even before COVID-19. It’s site now has 2.5 million users, 
representing sectors as diverse as aviation, retail, finance and law. 
Unmind users start with bite-sized introductions to mindfulness, supporting 
others and exploring the foundations of mental health. It’s all part of learning 
and development. The next stage is developing healthy habits, such as good 
sleeping patterns and how to enhance energy levels. 
Ali Reardon, a chartered occupational psychologist who runs Coaching 
Psychology, says, however, that “in relation to banishing anxiety and stress, 
organisations have to be careful about offering interventions that require the 
individual to manage things that might have been systematically created.” 
As well as offering workplace coaching and digital platforms, companies should 
look at issues that overwhelm employees, such as bullying and lack of flexible 
hours. “A big one I often talk to clients about is stopping”, says Reardon. “People 
often have the (mis) perception that resilience is about getting your head down, 
putting in the hours and carrying on. But resilience comes from taking breaks, 
maybe working in waves of increased and decreased effort.”

Three things every corporate wellbeing strategy needs:
1. An initial assessment of employee mental health – charities such as Mind, 
policy websites such as the HSE and dedicated platforms such as Unmind can steer 
you towards the questions, surveys and assessments that should take place.
2. A formal employee assistance programme – your HR department should be 
the first point of contact for this, as they will be mindful of legal requirements 
around working hours and environments which are the foundation of best 
practice. Most companies outsource the programme to an independent platform 
that can meet the varying needs of employees – from counselling phone lines to 
mindfulness courses and advice on flexible working.
3. Wellbeing champions – you’ll need to designate specific people in your 
company to manage your initiatives, but bear in mind the responsibility of 
workplace wellbeing falls on everyone, from the CEO and senior management 
down to each employee. It’s vital to establish a team of volunteer mental-health 
support staff (or mental-health first aiders) to oversee best practice across 
departments and deal with individual problems before they escalate. The 
volunteers’ names and contact details should be made known to all staff.

Measuring success
This is tricky. A monthly review of sick days, overtime worked and problems raised 
will give you an idea of general stress levels but won’t delve into deeper issues.
One of the challenges is that data from employee surveys, which are one of the 
best monitoring tools, is anonymous for reasons of privacy, as a stigma still exists 
around mental health. So while you can see overall trends, you cannot easily tell, 
for example, whether LGBTQ+ employees feel less stressed and more supported 
than a year ago. The answer, believes Dr Taylor, lies in the provision of as many 
tools as possible, to cover as many needs as possible.

3. Relieving stress and 
supporting workplace wellbeing: 
putting a plan into action

Case study: John Lewis Partnership
The John Lewis Partnership has produced a Working Well Report in 
conjunction with the Centre for Economics and Business Research (CEBR), 
which discerned that employers should intervene early with free occupational 
health services that are “high quality and clinically backed”. The company has 
called on the Government to provide occupational health services to employees 
as a non-taxable benefit. Meanwhile, it invests more than £20m a year “to enable 
our partners to feel well, enjoy life and have support when they need it”. The 
company’s ambition is “to become Britain’s Healthiest Workplace by 2025, and 
boost our productivity, gaining over one million working days by 2025”.
The company has more than 500 in-house “Wellbeing Champion” volunteers, 
800 line managers participating in mental wellbeing workshops, and finance 
assistance loans and grants totalling £1.2 million.
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Wellbeing in the workplace is clearly no longer a negotiable factor - employees 
and businesses alike thrive when strategies to maintain and optimise individual 
wellbeing are central to the organisation. Various factors impact employee 
wellbeing, from environment to stress, however the most critical being the 
implementation of a corporate strategy to support individuals and champion 
wellbeing. After all, the wellness of the organisation is only ever as a good as that 
of the individuals that comprise it.

4. Closing remarks

To find out more visit:
Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS)
acas.org.uk
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD)
cipd.co.uk
Health and Safety Executive
hse.gov.uk
Unison
unison.org.uk
Unmind 
unmind.com

If you’d like to talk to a member of the Guardian Jobs team send us an email at 
recruiter.advertising@theguardian.com - we’d love to chat!

5. Useful contacts
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