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Dear Prime Minister,

On January 9th you asked us to undertake an 
independent review into how employers can 
better support the mental health of all people 
currently in employment including those with 
mental health problems or poor well-being to 
remain in and thrive through work.
 
This has turned out to be a very timely brief.
 
Our work has revealed that the UK is facing a 
mental health challenge at work that is much 
larger than we had thought. Not only is there a 
big human cost of poor mental health at work, 
there are also knock on impacts for society, 
the economy and Government. Employers are 
losing billions of pounds because employers are 
less productive, less effective, or off sick. 

Happily our research has found green shoots 
of good practice. Using good practice and 
evidence where it exists, this review sets out 
a number of mental health core standards 
that can be adopted across all workplaces 
at little or no cost. We strongly recommend 
that change be encouraged by increasing 
employer transparency – not only internally 
to their employees, but also across industries 
and through the public domain. You will see 
in the report that we very much hope you 
will lead the way in committing the public 
sector to implement these measures, and use 
Government policy to encourage and support 
employers more effectively.
 
Our vision – which is in our view wholly 
realistic – is that in ten years’ time the 
following changes will have happened:

• Employees in all types of employment 
will have “good work”, which contributes 
positively to their mental health, our society 
and our economy. 

• Every one of us will have the knowledge, 
tools and confidence, to understand and 
look after our own mental health and the 
mental health of those around us;

• All organisations, whatever their size, will be: 

 · equipped with the awareness and tools 
to not only address but prevent mental ill-
health caused or worsened by work;

 · equipped to support individuals with 
a mental health condition to thrive, 
from recruitment and throughout the 
organisation;

 · aware of how to get access to timely help 
to reduce sickness absence caused by 
mental ill health;  

• We dramatically reduce the proportion 
of people with a long term mental health 
condition who leave employment each year 
and ensure that all, who can, benefit from 
the positive impacts of good work. 

 
The UK could and should be one of the leading 
nations in relation to mental health. If the 
UK prioritises mental health at work, we can 
become global leaders in reducing stigma, 
improving the mental health of the population 
and support for those who need it, and in the 
process improve the UK’s productivity. 

We very much hope that Government is able to 
implement our recommendations, measure the 
results and make a long-term commitment to 
improving mental health at work. 
 

Yours sincerely
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Executive summary
The Prime Minister announced on 9 January 2017 that she 
was asking us to carry out an independent review into how 
employers can better support all individuals currently in 
employment including those with mental ill health or poor 
well-being to remain in and thrive through work.

“ Many employers are already creating healthy, inclusive 
workplaces, but more needs to be done so that 
employers provide the support needed for employees 
with mental health conditions.”Prime Minister Theresa May, January 2017



5

Executive summary

This study has led us to conclude that 
underneath the stigma that surrounds mental 
health and prevents open discussion on the 
subject, the UK faces a significant mental 
health challenge at work.

• While there are more people at work with 
mental health conditions than ever before, 
300,000 people with a long term mental 
health problem lose their jobs each 
year1, and at a much higher rate than those 
with physical health conditions.

• Behind this, our analysis shows that around 
15% of people at work2 have symptoms 
of an existing mental health condition.

 
The human cost is huge, with poor mental 
health having an impact on the lives of many 
individuals and those around them. This 
manifests itself in a variety of ways both at work 
and at home, and impacts a person’s ability to 
manage other elements of their personal life. 

Then there is the ultimate human cost of loss 
of life through suicide. We know that rates of 
poor mental health and suicide are higher for 
employees in certain industries.

With the help of an independent study on the 
cost to employers commissioned from Deloitte, 
we have also found: 

• There is a large annual cost to employers 
of between £33 billion and £42 billion3 
(with over half of the cost coming from 
presenteeism – when individuals are less 
productive due to poor mental health in 
work) with additional costs from sickness 
absence and staff turnover.

• The cost of poor mental health to 
Government is between £24 billion 
and £27 billion4. This includes costs in 
providing benefits, falls in tax revenue and 
costs to the NHS.

• The cost of poor mental health to the 
economy as a whole is more than both of 
those together from lost output, at between 
£74 billion and £99 billion per year5.

At a time when there is a national focus on 
productivity the inescapable conclusion is 
that it is massively in the interest of both 
employers and Government to prioritise 
and invest far more in improving mental 
health. The UK can ill-afford the productivity 
cost of this poor mental health.

It could be argued that these costs are 
the “normal” cost of being alive and doing 
business. Our work suggests strongly that this 
is not the case.

• Deloitte’s analysis of the case studies 
where investments have been made 
in improving mental health show 
a consistently positive return on 
investment… a finding which is bolstered 
by a number of academic meta-studies 
which demonstrate the benefits of 
good work for mental health6 and key 
workplace enablers. As this review is going 
to press, the Lancet has also published 
findings from a study in the Australian Fire 
Service which found that a manager mental 
health training programme could lead to 
a significant reduction in work-related 
sickness absence, with an associated return 
on investment of £9.98 for each pound 
spent on such training.

• This is borne out by our own 
conversations with over 200 
organisations which have uncovered a 
number of successful investments, activities 
and approaches in improving the mental 
health of employees.

Our approach and vision

We start from the position that the correct 
way to view mental health is that we all 
have it and we fluctuate between thriving, 
struggling and being ill and possibly 
off work. People with poor mental health 
including common mental health problems 
and severe mental illness can be in any of 
these groups. An individual can have a serious 
mental health problem but – with the right 
support – can still be thriving at work.
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We need to move to a society where all of 
us become more aware of our own mental 
health, other people’s mental health 
and how to cope with our own and other 
people’s mental health when it fluctuates.
It is all our responsibilities to make this 
change. However in line with the brief we 
have been given by the Prime Minister, 
employers are perhaps able to have the 
greatest impact and scope to make an 
impact and are the focus of this review. To 
quote Sir Simon Wessely, past President of The 
Royal College of Psychiatrists, “You own it!”, 
meaning that employers can create a positive 
and supportive workplace culture themselves, 
free from stigma.

Our vision is that in ten years’ time the 
following changes will have happened:

• Employees in all types of employment have 
good work, which contributes positively to 
their mental health, our society and our 
economy. 

• Every one of us will have the knowledge, 
tools and confidence, to understand and 
look after our own mental health and the 
mental health of those around us.

• All organisations, whatever their size, will be:
 · equipped with the awareness and tools 

to not only address but prevent mental ill-
health caused or worsened by work;

 · equipped to support individuals with 
a mental health condition to thrive 
from recruitment, and throughout the 
organisation;

 · aware of how to get access to timely help 
to reduce sickness absence caused by 
mental ill health; 

• All of these measures result in dramatically 
reducing the proportion of people with a 
long term mental health condition who leave 
employment each year and ensure that all 
who can, benefit from the positive impacts of 
good work.

As we outline in the review, we believe that the 
number of people leaving work with mental 
health problems could be reduced by 100,000 
to bring the number in line with physical 
health conditions in the first instance.

How can this vision be achieved?

To achieve this, the report sets out what we 
describe as “mental health core standards” 
– a framework for a set of actions which 
we believe all organisations in the country 
are capable of implementing quickly. These 
mental health core standards are as follows:

• Produce, implement and communicate a 
mental health at work plan;

• Develop mental health awareness among 
employees;

• Encourage open conversations about 
mental health and the support available 
when employees are struggling;

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

• Promote effective people management 
through line managers and supervisors;

• Routinely monitor employee mental health 
and wellbeing.

These mental health core standards are drawn 
from best practice and, as far as possible, 
are evidence based, albeit we feel there is a 
pressing need for more evidence. In Annex A 
the reader will find guidance, suggestions, and 
tools to help with implementing the standards.

The report also outlines a series of more 
ambitious ‘enhanced’ standards for 
employers who can and should do more 
to lead the way, building on the mental 
health core standards these are as follows:

• Increase transparency and accountability 
through internal and external reporting

• Demonstrate accountability
• Improve the disclosure process
• Ensure provision of tailored in-house 

mental health support and signposting to 
clinical help 
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Three other factors will help the implementation 
of these “mental health core and enhanced 
standards”.

1. Increasing employer transparency 
presents the biggest opportunity to 
encourage a greater breadth and depth 
of employer action on mental health, and 
strong leadership is vital to ensuring this 
change is felt throughout organisations. 
Employer action on mental health is 
intrinsically measurable. Increased 
transparency will go a long way to 
generating a culture of measurement 
and will enable the development of 
voluntary ranking schemes to help drive 
accountability and further improvement.

2. While we believe that it is clearly in 
the interests of all businesses and 
organisations to implement these mental 
health core and enhanced standards, we 
are calling on trade unions, industry 
groups, professional and regulatory 
bodies to help with the implementation 
of these standards.

3. Digital tools and products are an 
enabler of change and there is a 
significant opportunity for low cost, 
scalable interventions in workplaces. 
We are witnessing an explosion of such 
technology and it is vital that there is a 
firm evidence base that is accessible for 
employers and employees.

The role of the public sector

The public sector, which employs 5.4 
million people7, has a huge opportunity 
to lead the way. We believe the public 
sector is ideally placed to implement our 
recommendations, innovate and build the 
evidence base. 

It is beyond the scope of this report to cover 
what is needed in the entire public sector. 
We acknowledge that we do not have all the 
answers and further innovation and work to 
build the evidence base is needed. Within the 
public sector, we have spoken to a number 

of leaders who are already developing good 
practice, and have proposed specific areas of 
focus for the three largest public employers: 
the National Health Service, Education and 
the Civil Service.
 
We also draw attention to the need for 
particular focus to be given to areas of the 
public sector at highest risk of stress and 
trauma, and the need to establish clear 
accountability for supporting their mental 
health.

The role of Government

The report sets out a series of areas where 
Government can use its influence and its 
purchasing and legislative power to encourage 
faster change:

• Government can do more to make it 
simple for employers, through support 
and online information platform and 
joining up existing provision aimed at 
employees and employers.

• Government should consider exploring 
further the role of incentives and public 
procurement to drive implementation of 
the mental health core standards.

• We also suggest Government sets clearer 
expectations of employers through 
legislation, and makes Statutory Sick 
Pay more flexible to better support people 
with mental health problems to make 
voluntary phased returns to work where 
appropriate. 

• There is a significant role for the NHS 
to support workplace mental health by 
ensuring support is accessible, high 
quality and fits around work.

• Government does more to prevent and 
end employer practices which contravene 
employment and equalities legislation.
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Delivery and implementation 

We very much hope that the Prime Minister 
and her colleagues will embrace this report 
and implement it publicly.

It is clearly important this is done in a 
way that creates a self-sustaining and 
measurable change process which survives 
future elections changes in personnel and 
is visible for future generations.

To that end, we recommend that all 
Permanent Secretaries Chief Executives 
and equivalent senior leaders across 
the public sector, have a performance 
objective relating to ensuring the 
mental wellbeing of all employees, and 
accountability for adopting the ‘mental 
health core and enhanced standards’. We 
outline in the review how progress can be 
measured.

We also suggest that so as to achieve 
leadership across the private, public and 
voluntary sectors, the Prime Minister sets up a 
new Mental Health and Employer Leadership 
Council. We are glad to report that there will be 
many willing volunteers to serve on it. 

Implementing the mental health core standards  
will be easier for workplaces that have scale 
and existing structures. Small and medium 
enterprises and the self-employed present 
different challenges. The implementation of the 
mental health core standards  among these 
groups will be greatly helped by:

• Joined up efforts from organisations who 
already work with small and medium 
enterprises and the self-employed 
(for example, as this goes to press we 
understand that one of the major banking 
groups may be prepared to help implement 
them among their SME customers).

• Utilising local organisations and networks 
who are particularly important for reaching 
these groups. We very much support 
and encourage innovation including, for 
example, the work in areas including the 
West Midlands.

Local trials and nationwide research should 
be fully utilised and joined up to build the 
evidence base of what works. 

On the following pages, we summarise our key 
recommendations.

Our recommendations for 
employers

1. We recommend that all employers, 
regardless of workplace type, industry 
or size adopt the mental health core 
standards. This will ensure ‘breadth’ of 
change across the UK workforce and lay 
the foundations for going further, and can 
be delivered proportionally depending on 
the size and type of business. The mental 
health core standards should provide a 
framework for workplace mental health 
and we have designed them in a way that 
they can be tailored to suit a variety of 
workplaces and be implemented by even 
the smallest employers. We believe all 
employers can and should:

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 your employees with good 
working conditions 

5. Promote effective people 
management

6. Routinely monitor employee mental 
health and wellbeing.

 
2. We recommend that all public sector 

employers and the 3,500 private 
sector companies with more than 500 
employees, deliver the following mental 
health enhanced  standards which will 
reach 46% of employees:
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1. Increase transparency and 
accountability through internal and 
external reporting. 

2. Demonstrate accountability 
3. Improve the disclosure process 
4.  Ensure provision of tailored 

in-house mental health support 
and signposting to clinical help 

 

The importance of transparency 
and leadership

3. We recommend that Government 
considers amending legislation and 
guidance , for example the Companies 
Act, to encourage employers to report on 
workplace mental health on their website 
or other channels

4. We welcome the adoption of workplace 
mental health indicators in employer 
rating initiatives.

External support for employers 
and the role of regulators

5. We recommend that industry groups 
provide guidance and support to enable 
employers to implement the mental health 
core standards, and take steps to support 
increased employer transparency and 
accountability on workplace mental health.

6. We recommend that professional 
bodies with responsibility for training or 
accrediting professional qualifications 
should include workplace mental 
health in their training programmes and 
assessments.

7. We would welcome industry efforts to 
support employers to be able to better 
understand and compare Employment 
Assistance Programmes and Occupational 
Health services by developing standards, 
and by developing online comparison 
tools.

8. We recommend that insurers explore how 
they could support and reward employers, 

in particular SMEs, who adopt preventative 
policies and provide mental health 
support to their employees.

9. We recommend that workplace regulators 
use the most suitable regulatory 
approaches available to them to 
encourage the take up of the mental 
health core standards amongst employers. 

10. We recommend that the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission considers 
taking a more proactive role in monitoring 
and taking enforcement action against 
employers that discriminate against 
individuals on the grounds of mental 
health.

11. We recommend that the Health and 
Safety Executive revise its guidance to 
raise employer awareness of their duty to 
assess and manage work-related mental 
ill-health.

12. We recommend that the Health and Safety 
Executive builds on its risk assessment 
guidance and Management Standards 
approach by highlighting how these 
actions will help employers deliver key 
parts of the mental health core standards.

13. We recommend that Local Authorities 
adopt the same recommendations as the 
Health and Safety Executive throughout its 
guidance and practices, and ensure join 
up between its public health and health 
and safety enforcement roles.

Our recommendations for the 
public sector

14. We recommend that all public sector 
workforces should implement the mental 
health core and enhanced standards.

15. We recommend that public sector regulatory 
bodies who are regularly in contact with 
public sector employees include the 
employer’s approach to employee mental 
health in their assessments.
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16. We recommend that all Permanent 
Secretaries, Chief Executives and 
equivalent senior leaders across the public 
sector, have a performance objective 
to support the mental wellbeing of all 
employees, through the implementation of 
the core and enhanced standards.

17. We recommend that NHS England 
continues to develop its current offer on 
mental health in the Healthy Workforce 
Programme and other on-going initiatives, 
and look to ensure that every NHS Trust 
arms NHS employees with basic tools for 
prevention and self-care.

18. We recommend that the Department for 
Education implement the commitments 
in the published workload action plan 
and consider how teacher mental health 
can be incorporated into school mental 
health strategies, including the upcoming 
Children and Young People’s Mental 
Health Green Paper.

19. We recommend that, in addition to its 
existing initiatives to train senior leaders 
and coaches in mental wellness, the Civil 
Service reviews and enhances mental 
health training for all grades and ensures 
all Departments have a planned approach 
to ensuring employees have received 
training appropriate for their role.

20. We recommend that public sector employers 
should identify employees at higher risk of 
stress or trauma and produce a national 
framework which coordinates support for 
these employees and establishes clear 
accountability for their mental health.

Our recommendations for 
Government

21. We recommend the formation of a 
mental health online information portal, 
co-produced by the voluntary, public and 
private sector, to promote best practice 
and enable employers of all sizes to 
implement the mental health core and 
enhanced standards. 

22. We recommend that Government aligns 
the fragmented occupational health 
and practical support available currently 
from Access to Work, the Fit for Work 
Service and other NHS services to create 
an integrated in-work support service to 
better support the needs of those with 
mental illness, and other physical health 
conditions and disabilities.

23. We recommend Government protects 
and promotes the current tax relief for 
employers to invest in the mental health of 
their employees.

24. We recommend Government explores 
the potential to incentivise employers, 
especially SMEs, to implement the mental 
health core standards, including building 
on evidence from the West Midlands 
‘wellbeing premium’ trial.

25. We recommend that public bodies 
encourage their suppliers to implement 
the mental health core standards.

26. We recommend that the Government 
consider legislative change to enhance 
protections for employees with mental 
health conditions, particularly fluctuating 
mental health conditions and clarify the 
role of employers in providing reasonable 
adjustments.

27. We recommend that Government examine 
what more it can do to require employer 
compliance with existing equalities and 
employment laws.

28. We recommend that Government develops 
a new flexible model for Statutory Sick 
Pay to better support those with a mental 
health condition, where willing and able, 
to return to work on a voluntary phased 
return and receive wages and SSP on a 
pro-rata basis.

29. In England, the NHS and Government 
should fully implement the Five Year 
Forward View for Mental Health, and the 
Scottish Government, Welsh Government 
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and Northern Ireland Assembly should 
consider how best to prioritise mental 
health in line with local needs. 

30. We recommend that the Government 
and NHS bodies enable and encourage 
IAPT and other mental health services to 
provide quick and convenient access to 
care to fit around employment.

31. We recommend that NHS bodies should 
provide clear ratings for apps and other 
digital platforms which provide mental 
health support.

32. We recommend that the responsibility 
for completing fit notes is extended 
to mental health professionals and 
Government considers how to further 
improve communication between health 
professionals, employees and employers 
where appropriate.

33. We recommend that Government and the 
NHS work to improve patient access to 
their personal health record, empowering 
employees to share their data and 
information with their employer when they 
wish to do so, where it can be done safely 
and securely, to support people to thrive 
in work.

Implementation and delivery

34. We recommend that Government invites 
leaders from a variety of organisations to 
join a Leadership Council to maintain the 
momentum built by this review.

35. We recommend that Government 
and other organisations should focus 
information, support and funding 
to support small and medium sized 
employers to implement the mental health 
core standards, and ensure the impact of 
this is evaluated.

36. We recommend that online platforms 
with large reach amongst self-employed 
workers link up with NHS-approved health 
and wellbeing support to provide mental 

health support and advice which can be 
accessed by those working through their 
technology.

37. We recommend that the relevant 
Government Departments explore ways 
of supporting and encouraging local 
networks, particularly through City Regions 
and combined authorities, to develop 
integrated approaches to improving 
workplace mental health. 

38. Given the clear links between mental 
health and productivity, we invite ‘Be 
the business’ and similar initiatives to 
incorporate employee mental health in 
their tools and information.  

39. We recommend that Government 
streamlines research and activity relating to 
workplace mental health to drive evidence-
building and innovation, putting it at the 
heart of the 10 year research strategy.

40. We recommend that Government funded 
mental health campaigns include 
information and support for improving 
workplace mental health, and that where 
possible their impact is evaluated.

Throughout the review there are a 
number of other areas outside of these 
recommendations where we are calling 
for action or further progress to be 
made in order to achieve our vision for 
ten years’ time. This is particularly the 
case in Chapter 6: The Importance of 
Transparency and Leadership, and 
Chapter 9: Implementation and Delivery.




