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Mental Health in the Workplace
By Heather Lawson



During Mental Health Awareness Week last year, Inventum Consulting's 
 parent organisation, the Wells Tobias Group sent a survey to our candidates
asking them to share their thoughts about Mental Health and the Workplace
 
This initiative was a continuation of work we started around well being and
how it was supported in the workplace. The Well Being Report gave an insight
into what employees felt was important for them and indicated that alongside
the option to take up gym memberships or work from home, that there
needed to be more openness about issues that mattered to them such as
disability or mental health issues.
 
The fact that we are even able to have a Mental Health Awareness Week is a
major achievement, and during that week in May, we see many firms sharing
their support of this event. But what actually happens for the other 51 weeks
of the year? How are employees supported in the workplace if they or their
loved ones suffer from a mental health illness?
 
The World Health Organisation says that one in four people in the world will
be affected by mental or neurological disorders at some point in their lives. A
quarter of every companies’ workforce could suffer from depression, anxiety
disorders, schizophrenia, eating disorders or addictive behaviours or other
such illnesses.
 
So how do companies provide support for these individuals? Does the
support go far enough? Perhaps more importantly, is the support that is
provided what individuals actually need or want and can more be done?
 
 Our aim here is merely to start a conversation about this subject.
Over the next few pages, we will share with you some simple statistics from
the survey and more powerfully, some dialogue from individuals about their
experiences - good and bad. We hear their desires and their insight into what
it is like to suffer from a mental health illness, how it effects them in the
workplace, how they would want to be perceived and how they could, in one
way or another, be supported”.

Let's start a conversation...

Heather Lawson for Inventum Consulting
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Which sectors did our survey 
respondents work in?

*Other included Education, Marketing,  Retail, IT, Property, Media, Healthcare 

28% 12% 10% 50%



82% 
....OF OUR    SURVEY RESPONDENTS    
SAID    THEY HAD SUFFERED FROM SOME
 KIND OF MENTAL HEALTH ILLNESS

Do you or did you have any kind of 
support in the workplace from your 
employers and if so, what was it?
 
"When my employer found out that I suffered from depression 
because I burst into tears one day, they forced me to the 
hospital even though I explained this would make me worse 
which it did. I was then forced through an occupational health 
review which they refused to wait for my medical records to 
come through and terminated my employment"

SO WE ASKED THEM...

"I WAS JUST GIVEN CONTACT DETAILS FOR THE 
SUPPORT SERVICE..."
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Did you or do you feel comfortable 
talking with your colleagues about 
mental health issues at work?

45% 54%
1% Unsure

"NO, NONE. IT IS TABOO TO DISCUSS AND FOR
FEAR OF JUDGEMENT  OR DISCRIMINATION, I
JUST HAVE TO HIDE IT"

"Apart from sending me to the
company doctor, no other
support was given. I suffered
from PTSD, my managers didn't
understand and never looked
into my condition to see what
reasonable adjustments could
be made"
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Do you or did feel that your employers 
take mental health seriously?

40% 60%

"I’VE SEEN GOOD COMMUNICATION 
BETWEEN MANAGEMENT AND STAFF"

"In today's employment climate and competition, I feel it would 
count against me immensely to disclose anything of this nature"

"After revealing to my boss my history on leaving work one 
evening she said I wasn't wired up properly. I was very upset"

"Employers can cope with staff being 
physically ill but many are ignorant when 

dealing with a mental illness..."
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62.5% 37.5%

"NO ONE EVER LIKES TO TELL THEIR BOSS, 
NO ONE WANTS TO BE SEEN STRUGGLING 
OR UNABLE TO COPE"

"I have found it easier to approach and trust 
colleagues within the public sector where I 
have witnessed more genuine kindness and 
humanity rather than in the sterile 
atmosphere of certain private sector industry 
sectors such as technology and law..."

Generally, do you feel there's been a 
change in attitudes towards mental 
health issues in recent years?



 

"A CHANGE IN ATTITUDES? PUBLICLY 
YES BUT IN THE WORKPLACE, NO..."

"Some employers are yet to catch up with this 
increasing issue which effects everyone"

"Companies put people and well-being as part of their 
core values but when it comes down to it profit comes 
before employees. The core values are a way to promote 
the company but how many actually stick to them?"

"Only in respect of awareness but I still believe people 
don't know how to deal with mental health"

"Certainly, everything
is more 'open' it seems

especially with
celebrity and sports

stars, role models
opening up and sharing

their often-surprising
experiences with their

mental health issues in
the media – 

 
often whilst supporting

a charity"



What simple steps could employers 
take to support mental health issues 
in the workplace?

"Perhaps have a designated trained individual to talk to?"

"Line Managers / peers 
should receive direct 
communication, not from a 
company  splash or intranet 
page..."

"Be human! Be flexible. 
Be open and honest. 
Treat mental health in 
the same way as other 
health issues would be"

"FLEXIBILITY TO WORK FROM HOME IF 
STRUGGLING TO LEAVE THE HOUSE, 
FLEXIBILITY FOR SHORT NOTICE ANNUAL 
LEAVE, COMPASSION AND UNDERSTANDING"

" T o  h a v e  a n  ' o p e n  d o o r '  a p p r o a c h  i n  t e r m s  o f  o f f e r i n g
w o r k s h o p s ,  l e c t u r e s ,  f u n d r a i s i n g  e v e n t s ,  e t c .  a c r o s s

t h e  b o a r d  f r o m  C E O / C h a i r m a n  l e v e l  t o  o f f i c e  s u p p o r t
s t a f f  b e  t h e y  c l e a n e r s ,  c a t e r e r s ,  a d m i n  p e r s o n n e l  a s  I

p e r s o n a l l y  f e e l  i n c l u s i v i t y  i s  t h e  k e y  t o  b e i n g
l i s t e n e d  t o ,  u n d e r s t o o d  a n d ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  h e l p e d ! "



Some individuals just wanted to be  pointed in the right direction, others 
wanted more than just a telephone number or a leaflet – employers won’t be 
able to provide all the answers, however when reading through the comments, 
and understanding that 82% of the respondents had suffered/are suffering 
from a mental health illness, that speaks loudly. I can see common trends in 
how people have been able to cope with their condition and the support that 
they wanted to have available to them.
 
Although a resounding 60% felt that their employers didn’t take mental 
health seriously, that still leaves 40% that are obviously doing something 
constructive and positive – what can we learn from them?
 
One of the overwhelming feelings I am left with is that whilst employees feel 
that public awareness towards Mental Health has changed for the positive, 
that hasn’t brought about a change in the workplace. It still seems to be a 
taboo subject that you may be able to discuss openly with your friendship 
group without fear of a backlash, but to bring that conversation to the 
workplace is in some cases a step too far. Perhaps for fear of stereotypes, for 
fear that they will be seen to be unable to cope with pressure, or not to be 
relied upon. 

So, the conversation has started and
the dialogue is open so what can we do
next...? 

We asked the question ‘What simple steps
could employers take to support mental
health issues in the workplace?’ and in my
opinion, what these individuals are asking
for shouldn’t be too difficult to provide...

Openness
To be able to work in an environment where it is ok to be open about their
illness



 
 
 
Although companies may promote an openness to mental health issues,
employees stated that direct line managers seemed ill-equipped to be able to
support or even engage with those that suffered from mental health issues. Sir
Cary Cooper, Lead Scientist on the Foresight Review of Mental Capacity and
Wellbeing, along with being President of the CIPD, is quoted as saying:
 
“More HR professionals, who are wanting to take part in wellbeing, are getting
fed up of wellbeing. Increasingly, HR professionals are concerned about the
magic bullet of engagement but it’s got to be more than engagement,” 
 
“With gym memberships, time off in lieu, flexible working and healthy snacks
just a few of the wellbeing extras that UK staff are slowly being offered” - 
 
Cooper believes there’s one crucial thing many companies are failing to take
into consideration…
 
“It’s about the management style of your line manager, the line manager is
incredibly important. From shop floor to top floor. All the way up the
organisation”
 
“Training a line manager and getting a socially-integrated line manager is
critical. You can have all the flexible working you want but if the line manager
doesn’t trust you and wants all [of] his, or her, [people] there, then you’re going
to have trouble.”

Training

source - CIPD

Access to professionals
Employees want to know that if they ask for help that they can talk to someone
who understands, and if that person isn't well equipped to deal with a mental
health trait, they can put them in touch with someone who is qualified to help.

For information, please contact Adam Tobias (Partner)
adam@inventumsearch.com / 020 3008 4335

Heather Lawson for


