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A Whole 
Organisation 
Approach to 
Mental Health 



Mental Health  
First Aid starts  
with you

If you are reading this document you are 
already thinking about how to improve 
the mental health of your organisation. 

In this brochure you will find examples 
of how organisations across a range of 
industries are using Mental Health  
First Aid (MHFA) training as part of  
their wellbeing strategy. 

Each case study has shared their 
experience of the training and the impact 
it has had on their staff and business.
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Why mental health is important

The World Health Organisation tells us that a healthy 
workplace is one where employees and managers work 
together to protect and promote their health, safety and 
wellbeing and the sustainability of the business1. In order 
to do that we have to consider not only how the physical 
environment affects health and safety, but also how the 
organisational culture affects wellbeing, how people look 
after their personal health, and how employers can help 
to improve the health of staff, their families and other 
members of the community.

The risks of ignoring mental health

Mental ill health is the third biggest cause of absence in 
the workplace. In 2014/15 stress accounted for 35% of 
all work related ill health cases and 43% of all working 
days lost due to ill health2. Meanwhile, ‘presenteeism’ 
accounts for 1.5 times more lost productivity than 
absences3. The financial cost is huge: mental health 
associated absences cost UK employers an estimated 
£26 billion per year which equates to an average of over 
£1,000 per employee4.

Aside from the financial risk, the reputation of an 
organisation is at stake. Workplaces that take their 
employees’ health seriously and take a supportive 
approach to mental health issues boost their reputation 
as a socially responsible organisation. Companies that 
look after their staff are typically viewed as desirable 
places to work. Recruitment, engagement and loyalty, 
as well as productivity, therefore benefit in a mentally 
healthy workplace. 

The barriers

All people have mental health, in the same way that all 
people have physical health. Mental health issues are 
a normal part of life and affect one in four people per 
year, the most common being anxiety and depression. 
However, many of us know little about mental health. 
We often don’t spot the signs that a colleague, employee, 
or ourselves, are struggling, and this delays help and 
recovery. In addition, stigma and myths around mental 
health can make people afraid or ashamed to talk about 
the issue, stopping them from getting help and making 
their symptoms worse.

Employees might be less inclined to disclose their mental 
health issue for fear of being demoted, missing out on 
promotions, or judged negatively by their coworkers. This 
is backed up by a survey by Time to Change which shows 
that 49% of respondents would feel uncomfortable 
talking to their employer about their mental health5. And 
employees are right to be concerned if a 2014 Bupa 
poll is reflective of organisational attitudes to mental ill 
health: 94% of business leaders admitted to prejudice 
against people with mental health issues in their 
organisation, a shocking statistic indeed6.

Despite these barriers it seems that there is a desire for 
change within the workplace. Over half of UK employers 
would like to do more to improve staff wellbeing but 
don’t feel they have the right training or guidance, 
according to 2014 research by Mind. Mental health is 
often a taboo subject, with employers and employees 
feeling scared or confused about confronting the issue. 

1  World Health Organisation, 2010 
2 Health and Safety Executive, 2015
3 Centre for Mental Health, 2010
4 Centre for Mental Health, 2007 

5 Time to Change, 2014
6 Bupa, 2014

Work is good for health and health is good for business. We spend 
over half of our lives at work and healthy people are more productive. 
It makes sense that the places we work in and the people who work in 
them are as healthy as they can be. 

http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/44307/1/9789241599313_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/causdis/stress/
http://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/economic-and-social-costs
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/employment-the-economic-case
http://www.time-to-change.org.uk/news/survey-shows-greatest-improvement-public-attitudes-mental-health-decade
http://www.bupa.co.uk/Newsroom/OurViews/Breaking-the-silence-Business-leaders-failing-those-with-mental-health-conditions
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A whole organisation approach

The most effective, longlasting approach to employee 
wellbeing involves the entire organisation. Attitudes 
filter down from leaders and need to be backed up with 
policies and procedures.

Benefits to your business

There is a lot of evidence to show that having a healthy 
workplace leads to happier, more engaged and loyal staff. 
Your organisation’s reputation will get a boost when it 
begins to be recognised as a mentally healthy, supportive 
workplace. At the same time, business costs related to 
sickness absence will reduce and work performance and 
productivity will improve. The Centre for Mental Health 
has calculated that: 

“Simple steps to improve the management of  
mental health in the workplace, including 
prevention and early identification of 
problems, should enable employers to save 
30% or more of these costs -at least £8 billion 
a year.”

 
How healthy is your workplace?
If you are wondering where to start, the first question 
you need to ask is how healthy is your workplace now? 
Below are some factors to consider. Staff surveys can 
help you to gauge current attitudes towards mental 
health and evaluate the effectiveness of current policies 
and support available.

What support is 
available to your 
employees? 
How often is it 
accessed?

Is support offered 
proactively, 
engaging before  
the person goes  
off sick?

What are the 
sickness absence 
levels related to 
mental ill health?

What policies 
and procedures 
are in place 
for managing 
absences?

...a boardroom 
issue?

...essential  
for maximising 
business 
performance?

...vital to 
safeguarding 
people 
responsibilities?

...critical to 
managing 
business risk?

Is mental health 
recognised as...

How healthy is 
your workplace?



Mental health 
associated absences 
cost UK employers an 
estimated £26 billion 
per year
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How Mental Health First Aid can help     

Training is the foundation to the whole organisation 
approach. Educating people about mental health helps 
to open up conversations, breaks the stigma and 
encourages mental health resilience. It can also raise 
awareness of where to go for help, allowing people to 
recover more quickly.

We are keen to work with employers who are taking a 
whole organisation approach to mental health, including 
training staff in Mental Health First Aid (MHFA). 

We will work alongside you to ensure that we provide 
training that is fit for purpose and compliments your 
wellbeing strategy. We balance training requirements 
with the responsibilities of your staff and guide you to 
appropriate training to increase mental health awareness 
in your workforce.

MHFA does not teach people to be therapists. It is the 
equivalent of a physical first aid course and teaches 
people how to spot the signs of a mental health issue 
and feel confident providing initial help.

Business in the Community report
In February 2016 Business in the Community launched 
a report around mental health in the workplace and 
MHFA training was one of two key recommendations 
made to businesses. This was reiterated in their latest 
report Mental Health at Work which launched in October 
2016 following a national survey into mental health at 
work, urging employers to train as many line managers as 
possible in MHFA. 

Outcomes

Since it was first developed in Australia in 2000, 
MHFA has a proven international track record and has 
consistently demonstrated its effectiveness through 
evaluation. A summary of independent research into 
the effectiveness of MHFA training is available at 
mhfaengland.org. You can also see feedback from other 
organisations on pages 34-35 of this document. 

http://wellbeing.bitc.org.uk/all-resources/research-articles/transforming-role-line-managers
http://wellbeing.bitc.org.uk/all-resources/research-articles/mental-health-work-report-2016
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“ Mental health is vital for creativity and innovation. 
It helps people thrive and be the best they can be.” 

“People are proud to be 
involved in an organisation 
that focuses on mental health. 
It helps people stay on their 
game and boost resilience.” 

Started MHFA training 

July 2016

Staff trained so far 

90

One of Britain’s biggest broadcasters, 
employing 800 staff at four offices 
across the UK, Channel 4 is known 
for its commitment to diversity. 
Graham Wilson Perkin, Talent and 
Development Manager at Channel 4 
says: “We want to normalise disability, 
challenge the status quo and inspire 
and educate staff as we do our 
viewers.”

The mental health conversation at 
Channel 4 kicked off with Mental 
Health Awareness Week in May last 
year, with featured debates on the 
subject from the likes of the London 
School of Economics, the Barclays 
Diversity team and mental health 
charity, Mind. Graham explains: “We 
used this week as a platform to offer 
Mental Health First Aid training to 
staff for the first time. 92 of our staff – 
over 10% of our workforce - said they 
wanted to take part in this training.”

Why we train our staff  
in MHFA

Channel 4’s culture is underpinned by 
a commitment to employees’ mental 
health, and recognition of the fact 
that good mental health is essential 
in helping employees do the best 
job they can. By the end of the year, 
the organisation plans to have an 
infrastructure of Mental Health First 
Aiders in place through offering a 
phased approach to training staff in 
MHFA. Graham adds: “Whilst the half 
day MHFA awareness workshops are 
enough for some staff, we have found 
that three quarters of those who have 
gone on the awareness course are 
now keen to do the full training to 
become Mental Health First Aiders.”

Graham believes much of the reason 
behind staff’s enthusiasm for training 
in MHFA is because it is optional 
and he says: “People are proud to 
be involved in an organisation that 
focuses on mental health. It helps 
people stay on their game and boost 
resilience.”

Case study: Channel 4
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“ We want to make it a conversation to  
discuss in a positive and preventative way  
and encourage people to be proud of  
their mental health.” 

Results

With staff enthusiasm building the 
organisation has already trained 
more than 50 delegates on a two 
day Mental Health First Aider 
course. “We want to push the 
service out to all staff, and across all 
departments. Whilst all conversations 
are confidential, we also want the 
service to act as a listening group – to 
identify where change is needed in 
the company and for Mental Health 
First Aiders to be a face of the 
business”, explains Graham. 

To recognise World Mental Health 
Day in October the broadcaster ran 
MHFA courses for staff on the day 
itself as well as cinema screenings 
around the topic. Renowned TV 
personalities and contributors such 
as Ruby Wax, who has had her own 
experience of mental ill health, are 
regularly invited to come in to share 
their views and advice over a lunch 
with staff.

The company is also now holding 
boost sessions to reinforce the idea 
that whilst there may not be anything 
wrong, it’s important to get staff into 
a positive state of mind, especially 
at certain times of the week such as 
Wednesday afternoons. 

Graham explains: “We offer spot 
coaching every Wednesday, where 
staff members can have a 90 minute 
talk with a coach – we want to 
encourage personal excellence, 
mindfulness and to ensure staff 
respect their mental health. Mental 
health is vital for creativity and 
innovation. It helps people thrive and 
be the best they can be.” 

He adds: “On Wednesday lunchtimes, 
sometimes referred to as ‘hump day’, 
we offer  ‘power up’ sessions to help 
the team get into a powerful, positive 
state to attack the final part of week.”

The culture of openness is extended 
to other health services at the 
organisation, as Graham says: “We 
don’t underestimate the core things, 
for example letting staff know 
there is an occupational health 
service, and that there is a doctor 
and nurse on site. We believe in 
not underestimating the basics and 
mental health is included in this. “

What the future holds

As well as continuing to roll out 
MHFA training, another way Channel 
4 is tackling the taboo around mental 
health is by encouraging employees 
to get involved in a recording their 
own ‘This is Me’ film. Graham says: 
“We want to use the initiative to 
showcase the range of disabilities 
people encounter and from a mental 
health perspective, the potentially 
debilitating impact of issues such as 
anxiety and depression.” 

He concludes: “The belief is always 
that something has gone wrong, 
whereas we want to make it a 
conversation to discuss in a positive 
and preventative way and encourage 
people to be proud of their mental 
health.” 
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“Crossrail is intent on leaving a legacy  
  for how organisations can get mental health   
  provision up and running in their workplace.”

“Their training gives them the 
skills and confidence to help 
colleagues while looking after 
their own wellbeing.”

Started MHFA training 

October 2015

Staff trained so far 

102

Crossrail Limited is building a new 
railway for London and the South 
East. It will be known as the Elizabeth 
line when services commence in 
December 2018, and will carry over 
200 million people a year between 
Reading and Heathrow in the west 
to Shenfield and Abbey Wood in the 
east via 42km of new tunnels under 
London.

With men three more times 
likely to die by suicide than their 
female counterparts, the case for 
prioritising mental health wellbeing 
in the currently male dominated 
construction industry is clear.  

As the largest infrastructure project 
in Europe, with over 10,000 people 
working across over 40 construction 
sites, Crossrail is in an ideal position 
to lead by example and leave a 
positive legacy for the infrastructure 
and construction sector in the 
provision of mental health.

As part of the company’s health and 
wellbeing strategy, 12 of Crossrail’s 
staff are now trained Mental Health 
First Aiders, and 90 more have taken 
MHFA one day awareness courses.

Why we train our staff  
in MHFA

Health and safety is Crossrail’s 
number one value. As part of its 
‘target zero’ approach  emphasising 
that everyone has the right to go 
home every day unharmed, Crossrail 
has embedded a health and safety 
culture into all aspects of the project. 

The decision to train staff in MHFA 
followed the results of a survey 
carried out by the project which 
found that like the rest of the UK 
population, one in four of its staff 
have experienced mental ill health.

Case study: Crossrail
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“Mental ill health can affect anyone. As an 
organisation we wanted to ensure that 
employees had people to talk to about 
whatever they might be going through  
and to give staff the skills to support people 
experiencing mental health issues.”

Christina Butterworth, Occupational 
Health and Wellbeing Strategy Lead 
at Crossrail explains: “Mental ill health 
can affect anyone. As an organisation 
we wanted to ensure that employees 
had people to talk to about whatever 
they might be going through and to 
give staff the skills to support people 
experiencing mental health issues.”

Results

Christina receives consistently good 
feedback around the mental health 
support offered by the business. 
“Many of our volunteers are team 
administrators as they are often the 
first people that colleagues approach 
to get a question answered or to 
find out where to go to get further 
information. Their training gives them 
the skills and confidence to help 
those colleagues while looking after 
their own wellbeing.”

Alongside the MHFA training, 
Crossrail holds a project-wide 
‘Stepping Up Week’ twice a year; a 
period dedicated to health and safety 
for everyone who works on Crossrail 
whether that be on a construction 
site or in an office. 

As part of Crossrail’s commitment to 
this area of wellbeing, last October’s 
Stepping Up Week focused on mental 
health.

Crossrail employs a number of other 
initiatives to address the stigma of 
mental health amongst the workforce 
including online training, practical 
workshops on personal resilience, 
stress management, fatigue, nutrition, 
exercise and mindfulness. Additionally 
the business is engaged with various 
networks and campaigns to ensure 
good practice and shared learning, 
including Public Health Responsibility 
Deal, Time to Talk, London Health 
& Wellbeing Week, City Mental 
Health Alliance and Business in the 
Community. Crossrail also offers the 
opportunity for staff to engage on 
their personal and business mental 
health requirements, through the 
company-wide wellbeing survey, 
as well as feedback sessions on all 
initiatives.

Crossrail is dedicated to improving 
health provision in the construction 
industry as a whole, with all members 
of its supply chain contractually 
bound to have their own individual 

wellbeing programme and wellbeing 
co-ordinators at every site. In 
addition the project has signed up 
to the London Healthy Workplace 
Charter, is a member of the Health 
in Construction Leadership Group, 
and offers employees resilience 
workshops.

What the future holds

The Crossrail programme is now 
over 75% complete with services 
through central London due to open 
in December 2018. Crossrail Limited 
is intent on leaving a legacy for how 
organisations can get mental health 
provision up and running in their 
workplace. Lessons learnt by the 
Crossrail project, ranging from their 
Health and Wellbeing strategy to 
technical construction documents, 
will be published at  
learninglegacy.crossrail.co.uk.  

http://learninglegacy.crossrail.co.uk
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“ We wanted mental and physical health to  
hold equal weight in our wellbeing programme.  
We decided on MHFA because it had a clinical 
rigour that underpinned the training that we valued.”

“In the same way that anyone 
can get a cold or flu, anyone 
can be affected by a mental 
health issue.” 

Started MHFA training 

September 2014

Staff trained so far 

400

EY is a global professional services 
firm which employs over 14,000 
people in the UK and Ireland. 
Through its wellbeing programme 
known as ‘Health EY’ and within this 
its ‘Thinking Differently’ programme 
which focusses specifically on mental 
health matters, EY has placed mental 
health firmly on its wellbeing agenda, 
introducing a number of policies, 
initiatives and training courses to 
tackle this important issue. 

One of the key aspects of this 
programme has been the roll out of 
MHFA throughout the organisation. 
Employees are being trained to act 
as a first point of call for staff facing 
mental health challenges or seeking 
advice. The firm has also formed 
a mental health buddy scheme to 
provide an informal support network 
to anyone affected by a mental  
health condition.

Why we train our staff  
in MHFA

Paul Quinlan, a Senior Manager 
in the Employee Relations team 
at EY explains the firm’s decision 
to invest in MHFA and says, “We 
wanted mental and physical health 
to hold equal weight in our wellbeing 
programme. We decided on MHFA 
because it had a clinical rigour that 
underpinned the training that  
we valued.”

EY’s philosophy around wellbeing is 
based on the idea that there should 
be similar approaches to mental and 
physical health. Paul explains, “In 
the same way that anyone can get a 
cold or flu, anyone can be affected 
by a mental health issue.  In addition 
the common assumption is that 
most physical health problems are 
temporary and it’s generally expected 
the person will make a full recovery, 
whereas with mental health issues 
the perception tends to be the 
opposite.”  

Case study: EY
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“ We want caring for your own mental 
health and that of the people around you 
to become business as usual at EY.”

Results

After attending a two day MHFA 
course, EY staff are able to provide 
help on a first aid basis and effectively 
guide a person who is experiencing a 
mental health issue towards the right 
support services. In the case of EY, 
this might be signposting the person 
to the Psychological Care Pathway 
or suggesting a referral to the firm’s 
Occupational Health team. It might 
also just be having a friendly chat and 
reassuring the person that support  
is available.

Explaining how the firm promoted the 
training Paul says, “The course was 
offered to staff on a purely voluntary 
basis and we publicised it via our 
firm’s daily news email bulletin, the 
wellbeing intranet pages and our 
Disability Network, Ability EY, which 
includes a Mental Health Network. 
The uptake for MHFA training 
surpassed our expectations and the 
spaces filled up immediately.

We now have over 400 partners and 
staff trained in MHFA and with more 
courses booked, this number will 
continue to increase over time.”

Importantly, the support for MHFA 
has also been taken hold at Board 
level, the attitude of which is summed 
up by Steve Wilkinson, EY’s UK & 
Ireland Managing Partner for client 
service, and Partner Sponsor of 
Health EY. 

Steve says, “Within our programme 
we have placed an increased 
emphasis on tackling the stigma 
of mental health, which is often 
viewed as the last workplace taboo. 
The introduction of Mental Health 
First Aiders and a buddy system will 
supplement our existing employee 
networks, providing a great way to 
get people talking about an issue that 
affects over one in four people in the 
UK.”

What the future holds

EY has committed to delivering 
MHFA across the organisation for the 
foreseeable future and with such a 
big demand from staff for the training, 
it is clear there has been no need 
to persuade employees that mental 
health should be considered as 
important as physical health. 

As Paul explains, “Our ‘Thinking 
Differently’ programme aims to 
educate and build awareness of 
mental health and wellness because 
we want caring for your own mental 
health and that of the people around 
you to become business as usual at 
EY.”
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“ MHFA has proved to be the most  
well attended and proactive work stream 
group that has ever been established 
within Lendlease.”

Case study: Lendlease

“Those working in the 
construction business are six 
times more likely to die from 
suicide as a result of depression 
than falling from a height.”

Started MHFA training 

August 2014

Staff trained so far 

200 

Lendlease is a leading international 
property and infrastructure group and 
in the UK employs 2,500 people. It is 
recognised externally for best practice 
in the area of mental health and was 
the only company in its sector to be 
included within the Confederation 
of British Industry (CBI) report 
‘Getting Better: Workplace Health as 
a Business Issue’. Lendlease is one 
of the founding members of the City 
Mental Health Alliance – a coalition of 
organisations that have come together 
to improve mental health in the City of 
London and of which MHFA England is 
a founding committee member.

Lendlease has invested a significant 
amount of time and energy into 
working out how it can provide 
meaningful mental health support 
to its workforce. Leading the way at 
Lendlease is a newly created Mental 
Health Work Stream Group which 
has recently started to roll out MHFA. 
The training has been funded by the 
Lendlease Foundation programme 
which invests in its employees’ health 
and wellbeing through one of its focus 
areas: to enrich the lives of employees 
and their families.

Why we train our staff in MHFA

Dan Labbad, the Lendlease CEO of 
EMEA region and Group COO, puts 
the issue of mental health firmly on 
the agenda stating, “Those working 
in the construction business are six 
times more likely to die from suicide 
as a result of depression than from 
falling from a height. As an industry, 
how much money do we spend on 
Health and Safety versus supporting 
employees with their mental health?”  

Dan is not alone in his view that 
construction companies should be 
investing far more in protecting and 
supporting the mental health of their 
employees. The Trade Union Congress 
TUC states in its Time to Change 
manifesto that “Occupational stress 
should be given the same priority as 
injury prevention by employers”. 
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Martin Coyd, Lendlease’s Regional 
Head of Environment, Health & 
Safety (EMEA region) and Head of the 
Mental Health Work Stream Group 
puts this into context: 

“Working away from home, long hours, 
pressing deadlines, environmental 
conditions and high levels of physical 
exertion are all factors that we have 
recognised could contribute to a 
person’s stress level and mental 
health. That’s why we decided to 
invite employees to join a Mental 
Health Work Stream Group.”  
 
Results

Martin says, “The reaction amongst 
staff to the launch of this initiative 
was tremendous and has proved 
to be the most well attended and 
proactive work stream group 
that has ever been established 
within Lendlease – a fact which 
I believe says a great deal about 
our employees’ desire to raise the 
profile of mental health within the 
organisation and create positive 
change in this area.” 

A fully qualified MHFA instructor 
himself, Martin continues, “The 
introduction of MHFA into our 
business is an important step in the 
right direction, because we are not 
only breaking down the stigma that is 
so often associated with talking about 
mental health, but we are providing 
a first point of call for someone who 
might be experiencing a mental 
health issue. 

“So far, out of our 2,500 employees 
in the UK, we have trained 
approximately 200 Mental Health 
First Aiders, 80 of which are current 
in the business, with further training 
courses arranged. We have posters 
up on every floor in every Lendlease 
office in the UK identifying who our 
qualified Mental Health First Aiders 
are and how to contact them. 

What the future holds

Along with the continued rollout of 
MHFA in their UK region, Lendlease 
has introduced a mandatory 
stress awareness course for every 
employee. First Assist, the company’s 
Employee Assistance Programme is 
promoted widely as a fully funded 
support service for those who 
may wish to speak to someone in 
a more anonymous setting. From 
January 2016 Lendlease now offers 
MHFA One Day training to all new 
starters to the business as part of its 
mandatory induction process. MHFA 
continues to be an integral part of 
Lendlease’s approach to employee 
wellbeing as they lead the way to 
normalise mental health within their 
company culture.

“The construction industry has a 
stereotypically macho reputation and, 
perhaps as a result, mental health has 
not been something that people have 
been prepared to discuss openly, but that 
doesn’t mean it’s not an issue.”
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“More than 80% of staff  
said that the support they 
receive from their colleagues  
is their most valued form of 
workplace support.”

Started MHFA training 

January 2014

Staff trained so far 

315

NHS England is a non-departmental 
public body employing 5,200 people at 
50 sites across England. The majority of 
these employees previously worked for 
primary care trusts and strategic health 
authorities. For any employer, with 
structural change comes the challenge 
of managing staff morale and wellbeing. 

During NHS England’s first 18 months, 
mental health related issues such as 
stress, anxiety and depression were the 
most common reason given by staff for 
sickness absence and the top reason 
given for accessing the Employee 
Assistance Programme (EAP). NHS 
England decided to take preventative 
action and is now leading the way 
when it comes to dealing with mental 
health as a workplace issue.

Why we train our staff in MHFA

Sandra Winters, Head of Wellbeing 
and Corporate Responsibility for NHS 
England set out to address the staff 
wellbeing issue by introducing more 
support. “From the beginning there 
was a strong business case for this 
initiative,” Sandra says. “We were 
already seeing high levels of stress 
and dissatisfaction from staff as they 
transitioned into NHS England from 
the previous structure and we were 
anticipating further impact. At the time, 
we were offering the standard EAP 
service but no other supports were 
really in place.”

To test the existing culture,  
Sandra asked line managers: “Would 
you find it as easy to talk to a member 
of your team who has been off work 
with depression compared to someone 
who has been off work with a fractured 
ankle?” The feedback was that there 
was a distinct sense that staff didn’t 
feel equipped to talk about mental 
health as freely as physical health 
and so it became clear that more 
awareness and training was needed to 
give people the confidence and skills to 
support employees.

“ Our main resource is our people and the positive approach 
they take. The most important step is to get people together 
and talking, and we’re going to carry on using any platform we 
can to get the message out about mental health.” 

Case study: 
NHS England
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The internal staff satisfaction survey 
report also showed that more than 
80% of employees said that the 
support they receive from their 
colleagues is their most valued form 
of workplace support. This suggested 
to Ms Winters that a peer support 
approach to mental health would 
likely be accepted and have the 
biggest impact. 

“To see whether there would be 
interest, we sent out an email to 
staff explaining what Mental Health 
First Aid is and offering them the 
opportunity to apply. Over 100 staff 
replied with their interest on the  
first day.”

Results

Two years on from launching the 
programme, NHS England has made 
sure that all staff know where to 
go for support. Every employee has 
access to a dedicated mental health 
intranet hub which has seen more 
than 11,000 visits to date. On this 
page staff can click on ‘Find my 
MHFAider’ to be given contact details 
of their nearest trained colleague. 
The scheme is publicised prominently 
on the main intranet site, in the 
weekly e-newsletter, and through 
organisation wide health  
awareness campaigns.

NHS England promotes the training 
as a voluntary personal development 
opportunity. Uptake has been 
consistently high, with so much 
interest from staff that there is now a 
waiting list to take the course. Each 
newly qualified MHFAider is invited 
to join a peer-to-peer support space 
on the intranet to discuss mental 
health topics, flag up concerns, and 
contact each other for support if  
they wish. 

To date, more than 80 positive 
interventions have been shared on 
the network.

NHS England treats mental health as 
equally important to physical health, 
an attitude which is supported at the 
highest level. In keeping with this, 
MHFA is not treated as a stand-alone 
scheme but as a key component of 
the whole organisation’s approach to 
health and wellbeing. Sandra explains 
that the course works smoothly 
alongside other policies  
and procedures: 

“We recently updated the return 
to work interview process so that 
everyone who has been off sick is 
asked if they have received support 
from an MHFAider, reminding them 
of the support available at work. 
There’s a lot of evidence to say 
that returning to work and keeping 
active can be an important part of 
someone’s recovery.

“Our Supporting Attendance at 
Work policy encourages people to 
measure their own health and flags 
up areas where they may need more 
support, which might include talking 
to an MHFAider. It also works well 
alongside our Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion policy - through MHFA 
people gain a greater understanding 
of their colleagues who have mental 
health illnesses and disabilities.”

Sandra notes that getting involved 
with mental health has seemed to 
develop people’s self-esteem and 
confidence encouraging them to 
become engaged in other areas. A 
survey conducted on the MHFAiders’ 
intranet group found, on top of a 99% 
increase in understanding of mental 
health, a 91% increase in personal 
confidence.

And these opportunities for personal 
development have brought about a 
wider cultural change. “In regions 
where we have higher volumes of 
qualified MHFAiders, we’re seeing 
a lot more positive activity and 
engagement. Employees regularly 
take part in campaigns to promote 
health and wellbeing such as One You 
recently launched by Public Health 
England. A group in Liverpool have 
created their own network which 
runs mental health events throughout 
the year. We want to encourage other 
areas of the organisation to create 
these mini networks as it has worked 
so well there.”

What the future holds

NHS England are looking to double 
the MHFAiders they have in house to 
600 this year, and to keep doubling 
year on year after that. Often the 
best way to engage a large national 
organisation is through technology 
and NHS England is certainly leading 
the way with this approach. From 
livestreaming Mental Health First 
Aid speakers, to broadcasting mental 
health programmes on the employee 
TV channel, to promoting mental 
health quizzes on social media and 
engaging with staff through comment 
forums. The impact of the course 
will continue to be measured, both 
through quarterly feedback from all 
MHFAiders, and via the staff survey 
to gauge longer term changes in 
wellbeing and satisfaction rates. As 
Sandra puts it, “Our long term aim is 
for every person who works for NHS 
England to have the opportunity to 
do a Mental Health First Aid course. 
We will continue to take the training 
to them anywhere there’s local 
demand, whether it’s Cornwall or 
Durham.”

“Staff reported a 99% increase in their 
understanding of mental health issues and 
a 91% increase in personal confidence.”
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“83% of those trained  
said it had helped them  
in the workplace”

“73% said the training  
had helped in their  
personal lives”

Started MHFA training

June 2014

 
Staff trained so far

275

Public Health Dorset is a partnership 
of Bournemouth Borough Council, 
Borough of Poole and Dorset County 
Council. The service supports a 
diverse population of 750,000 
covering rural and urban areas, 
some of which are among the most 
deprived in South West England.

Why we train our staff in MHFA

Rik Hemmingfield, the public health 
specialist who introduced the training, 
says it is important to look after the 
mental wellbeing of employees. The 
current financial pressures facing 
society and the public sector have 
been difficult for everyone.

“There was a wider objective,”  
Rik says. “Our frontline staff were 
telling me that many members of 
the public are struggling with mental 
ill health. A high number of people 
calling local authority contact centres 
for varied reasons have increasing 
levels of stress and anxiety. 

“They might ring about renting 
accommodation, but before long 
they are saying how worried and 
depressed they are.

“For public health, this was no surprise 
– we know mental health issues 
are not just widespread, they’re 
increasing. We could give general 
advice to our colleagues in front line 
services, but we needed to do more 
to support them.”

The team from Public Health Dorset 
decided to offer MHFA to all council 
staff, frontline and back office and 
evaluate outcomes. The evidence 
base for MHFA as a public health 
intervention for improving population 
mental health was strong. The 
objective was to improve employees’ 
understanding of mental health, help 
them look after their own emotional 
wellbeing and work more effectively 
with members of the public and 
customers experiencing mental  
ill health.

“ Our experience has shown just half a day out 
of the office makes a real difference, upskilling 
the workforce, demystifying mental health and 
tackling stigma.”

Case study:  
Public Health Dorset
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Results

Six months on, 83% of those trained 
said it had helped them in the 
workplace. 90% said they were now 
confident to respond to a mental 
health issue and 73% said the training 
had helped in their personal lives. 
Workers’ lives, at home and in the 
workplace, have benefited. So have 
those they serve, the public – and the 
team is in no doubt that lives have 
been saved.

Rik says, “Council workers encounter 
lots of people throughout the 
community and are in a good position 
to help. Our staff are now more 
confident to discuss mental health 
issues. Instead of thinking, ‘I can’t 
do anything about this’ they might 
instead ask, ‘Are you alright? Shall I 
call your GP?’. Or they might escalate 
it to their manager for action, saying, 
‘something is not right, what should 
we do?’” 

Staff have many stories about how 
the training helped them help 
others – and prevented some serious 
crises. Sarah, from social care, feared 
for the safety of a father and his 
baby on a routine visit. Her MHFA 
training allowed her to approach 
this challenging, high risk situation 
confidently and professionally. She 
says: 

“I was working with a dad who was 
struggling to cope with a newborn 
baby, alongside his own precarious 
mental health and a life-long learning 
disability. I was able to address how 
he felt and quickly explore with him 
what we needed to do next. Together 
we met his baby’s immediate care 
needs and waited for mental health 
crisis care. 

“He calmed in response to me taking 
control of the situation and wanted 
to get the medical help he knew he 
needed.” 

Public Health Dorset says the 
MHFA training has reduced stress 
levels in the workplace too, with 
staff starting conversations about 
how they are feeling. John from HR 
intervened when a member of staff 
made a concerning remark, averting a 
potential suicide.

“I asked her if she was OK and she 
replied that she was feeling very low,” 
John explains. “I asked her directly 
if she was considering harming 
herself and she admitted she’d been 
stockpiling some pills at home to 
take an overdose. She said she’d also 
contemplated taking her life when she 
was in her car, earlier. I gave her some 
links to relevant NHS information, 
and asked her to speak to her 
husband and talk to her GP, who she 
was due to see the next day. I saw the 
lady with her husband two days later. 
They both thanked me, saying I’d 
helped her come out of her low mood 
enough to see a way forward.”

Rik describes a culture change taking 
place in the workplace, “We take 
better care of ourselves and each 
other. It’s helped people become 
more self-aware, identify their own 
vulnerabilities and work out where 
their stress levels are. 

“Staff know what to do when  
they’re beginning to feel 
overwhelmed, whether it’s to get 
some fresh air for 10 minutes, 
exercise more or spend more time 
with family. And we’re all more 
supportive. We talk to our colleagues 
more and offer help where needed.”

What the future holds

Public Health Dorset and the local 
councils are so impressed with the 
evaluation outcomes they hope to 
integrate mental health training into 
core skills of staff and managers.

“MHFA is well worth the time and 
money,” says Rik. “Our experience 
has shown just half a day out of 
the office makes a real difference, 
upskilling the workforce, demystifying 
mental health and tackling stigma. I’d 
recommend every local council to 
introduce it. The workforce needs to 
know they’re supported with these 
issues.” 

“90% of staff said they were now confident  
to respond to a mental health issue.”



 
“77% of those that took part 
say they have already put  
what they learnt into practice 
to help and advise staff.”

 
Started MHFA training

2015 
 
Staff trained so far

106

Royal Mail is one of Britain’s largest 
employers with over 139,000 staff at 
1,800 sites across the country. Mental 
health is at the forefront of Royal Mail’s 
wellbeing agenda; the organisation 
deploys a company-wide health and 
wellbeing strategy and signed the Time 
to Change pledge in 2014, promising to 
reduce the stigma of mental health in 
the workplace.

Judith Grant, Group Head of 
Occupational Health and Wellbeing 
at Royal Mail wanted to take this 
responsibility one step further.  
She explains:

“Having completed an MHFA course 
myself I realised the importance of 
MHFA skills and how beneficial the 
course would be to our managers. It’s 
crucial that all Royal Mail staff feel 
able to voice their concerns around 
mental health. To have managers 
professionally trained in this area is 
invaluable.”

Why we train our staff in MHFA

Passion for tackling mental ill health 
starts at the top at Royal Mail, with 
CEO Moya Green actively working 
to encourage her peers at other large 
organisations to create their own 
mental health agenda. Ms Green is a 
member of Target Depression in the 
Workplace, an initiative made up of 
senior business and medical leaders 
working to tackle the effects of 
depression in the workplace. 

As Group Head of Occupational Health 
and Wellbeing, Ms Grant is always 
looking for ways to further improve the 
wellbeing of Royal Mail staff. Royal Mail 
worked closely with MHFA England 

 

 
to create a bespoke one-day training 
course delivered by MHFA instructors. 
The bespoke course includes language 
specific to the day-to-day work at 
Royal Mail and features real Royal Mail 
case studies, all within the existing 
MHFA course framework. 

The pilot of the MHFA training within 
Royal Mail took place in 2015, and 55 
managers in four locations voluntarily 
enrolled. Royal Mail now have 106 
MHFA trained managers, across sites 
including London, Southampton, 
Warrington and Belfast, and the 
courses are proving so popular that 
there are now waiting lists for training 
sessions.

MHFA training is now a part of 
Royal Mail’s Health and Wellbeing 
strategy. As Judith explains: “We are 
big proponents of parity of esteem 
between mental and physical health, so 
we made sure to include it alongside 
physical health in our wellbeing 
strategy, rather than separating it out.” 

 

“It’s crucial that all Royal Mail staff feel able to voice   
 their concerns around mental health. To have managers 
 professionally trained in this area is invaluable.”

Case study: 
Royal Mail



Results

The response from the MHFA-trained 
managers has been overwhelming, 
with 77% of those that took part in 
the pilot saying they have already 
put what they learnt into practice to 
help and advise staff. One manager 
explained how he was able to assist 
someone who was experiencing 
suicidal thoughts, and over half 
said the course has improved their 
understanding of mental health 
issues.   

Judith explains: “We are really 
pleased with the results of the 
pilot. Royal Mail’s Learning and 
Development department has now 
issued funding to expand the training 
across Royal Mail and a year down 
the line we hope to further evaluate 
the programme to see how we can 
continue to improve our employee 
offering.”

What the future holds

As part of its ongoing commitment 
to tackling mental health in the 
workplace, Royal Mail are focussing 
on stress, teaching employees how 
to recognise the signs in others and 
how to deal with it if they’re feeling 
stressed themselves. Next year they 
plan to concentrate on mindfulness, 
with the emphasis on equipping staff 
with techniques to look after their own 
mental health. 

“We are big proponents of parity of esteem 
between mental and physical health, so we 
made sure to include it alongside physical 
health in our wellbeing strategy.”

Mick Wood has been a postman 
with Royal Mail for 21 years, and is 
passionate about improving discussion 
and support of mental health in his 
workplace.

Mick suffers from depression 
and elements of PTSD due to his 
experiences as a soldier in the first 
Gulf War. “Everyone around me is 
aware of my mental health conditions,” 
he explains. “I am deliberately very 
open about my mental health with 
my colleagues, because I know talking 
about mental health can help to remove 
the stigma around it.”

Mick undertook Mental Health First 
Aid training in early 2016, which was 
arranged by the Communication 
Workers Union (CWU). He regularly 
uses the skills he learnt in his MHFA 
training at work, helping colleagues 
who may be showing signs of mental 
ill health. “On one occasion, I was 
working alongside a colleague of mine, 
Caroline. I’ve known her for a couple of 
years now, so I know when she’s having 

good or bad days. I could see that on 
this particular day she was emotional 
and showing signs of distress, so 
I approached her and asked if she 
wanted to get a coffee and talk.

“At the warehouse, we have a ‘quiet 
room’ on the floor, which has proved 
really useful when someone is 
struggling with their mental health. 
Caroline and I sat down in there and 
I encouraged her to tell me how she 
was feeling using my MHFA skills 
around listening non-judgementally. 
She told me that she was feeling 
low and having difficulties, and after 
discussing it thoroughly we agreed that 
I would speak to her manager. Together, 
we arranged for her to go through a 
rehabilitation process.”

The rehabilitation process meant that 
Caroline was able to continue working 
on reduced hours until she felt better, 
and meant she avoided having to go 
on sick leave. “In my experience, sick 
leave can sometimes be detrimental for 
mental health issues because 

you end up feeling isolated,” explains 
Mick. “Caroline was able to keep 
working but at a rate that suited her 
until she recovered.”

Mick’s MHFA training also helped him 
to be more aware of what mental ill 
health might look like in others. “Before 
I did the MHFA training, I would have 
found it more difficult to spot the signs 
of mental ill health in others,” he notes. 
“That might sound strange coming 
from someone who has depression, but 
in reality depression is a very insular 
experience and it’s hard to recognise 
the signs in other people. MHFA 
taught me what to look out for and as 
a result I’m much more empathetic and 
able to spot when someone might be 
struggling.”

As well as at work, Mick has found the 
training useful in his personal life. He 
adds, “The MHFA training also made 
me realise that I need to look after 
my own mental health more and keep 
an eye on how I’m feeling, as well as 
supporting others.”

Mick’s story
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“We’ve made some great  
steps in the last few months  
in trying to change the  
culture and attitude around  
mental health.”

Started MHFA training

February 2016 
 
Staff trained so far

96

Skanska is one of the UK’s leading 
construction contractors and 
developers. Its people are the heart 
of its business, which is why it places 
such a strong emphasis on creating 
the right working culture where its 
5,500 employees feel valued, able to 
contribute and reach their potential.

Why we train our staff in MHFA

The effect of mental health issues 
in the construction industry is well 
documented with statistics showing 
that ten per cent of all suicides in the 
UK happen within the sector. In fact, 
workers are six times more likely to 
die from suicide than from a fall from 
height.1

Skanska is placing a greater focus 
on mental health and wellbeing, and 
in February 2016, was one of the 
first construction companies to sign 
the ‘Time to Change’ pledge – in 
association with mental health 
charities Mind and Rethink.

Skanska’s Executive Vice President, 
Greg Craig has been inspired to act 
by his personal experience of the 
impact mental health issues can have, 
and signed the pledge on behalf of 
Skanska. This marked the start of 
a campaign to raise awareness of 
mental health issues and to remove 
the stigma and discrimination 
attached to it. 

Head of Occupational Health and 
Wellbeing at Skanska, Tricia O’Neill, is 
leading the campaign. She explains: 

“Mental ill health isn’t something we 
can necessarily see but it affects one 
in four people in the UK, every year. 
That’s a significant statistic when you 
consider the size of our workforce. 

“Since signing the pledge, we have 
been working hard to deliver on our 
commitment to not only put the right 
support in place, but to develop a 
culture of understanding to change 
the perception of mental health.”

“ We want everyone who works here  
to feel they can truly be themselves  
and ask for support if they need it.”

Case study:  
Skanska

1 Mates in Construction

http://matesinconstruction.org.au/commitment-to-evidence-base-practice/evidence/ 
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Underpinning its commitment, 
Skanska has started to train 
ambassadors in Mental Health First 
Aid. Through MHFA training, these 
ambassadors are taught to spot the 
signs of stress and anxiety and offer 
support and guidance towards a 
range of wellbeing facilities offered by 
Skanska. 

“Through the ambassador programme 
we can offer a visible line of support 
to employees who might be suffering 
in silence and reduce the stigma that 
is attached to mental health,” explains 
Becky Martin, Communications 
Business Partner and a Mental Health 
Ambassador at Skanska.

Skanska also offers an employee 
assistance programme run by UK 
provider Health Assured, which 
offers around-the-clock support and 
counselling.  

Results

Since February 2016, Skanska 
has already trained 96 employees 
in MHFA, with a commitment to 
have trained 100 by the end of the 
year. Many of the ambassadors 
have personal experience of mental 
health issues. Tricia says: “My vision 
is to build up the mental health 
ambassador network to cover all 
sites at Skanska and ensure resources 
are available to everyone no matter 
where they work.” 

As well as the ambassador programme, 
Skanska is involved in national mental 
health initiatives, including Mental 
Health Awareness Week and Mental 
Health Foundation ‘Tea and Talk’ 
events. It also held a Stand Up, where 
the whole company – across all sites 

– spent time discussing mental health 
issues.

Tricia explains: “The aim of these 
events is to keep up the momentum 
around removing discrimination 
attached to mental health issues – 
one conversation at a time – and 
to raise awareness of the support 
available at Skanska.”  

What the future holds

Skanska is planning a conference to 
coincide with World Mental Health 
Day on 10 October. Those attending 
will include supply chain employers, 
employees and contractors, with 
workshops planned to raise 
awareness around best practice 
to support anyone who may be 
experiencing an issue relating to their 
mental health.

Tricia concludes: “We’ve made some 
great steps in the last few months 
in trying to change the culture and 
attitude around mental health. We 
want everyone who works here to 
feel they can truly be themselves and 
ask for support if they need it.”

“Mental ill health affects one in four people 
in the UK, every year. That’s a significant 
statistic when you consider the size of 
our workforce.”



“By listening and responding to 
their emotional needs we give 
people a much better chance 
of fulfilling their true potential.” 
 

Started MHFA training

October 2013 
 
Staff trained so far

1,500

Multinational consumer goods 
company Unilever employs over 
7,500 staff across the UK and Ireland 
in office, factory and research and 
development sites.  In recent years 
the organisation has been awarded for 
its Wellbeing Strategy and specifically 
for its approach to mental health.

Unilever’s Wellbeing Strategy focuses 
on four aspects of employee health: 
mental, emotional, physical, and 
purposeful wellbeing. Nikki Kirbell, 
Unilever’s Health and Wellbeing UK 
and Ireland Programme Lead, explains 
this holistic approach: “The key areas 
of wellbeing are interlinked – 

you cannot look after one effectively 
without looking after the others. 
Rather than targeting any one 
issue with the strategy, we chose 
to incorporate a person’s entire 
wellbeing.” Mental Health First Aid 
(MHFA) training is now an embedded 
part of this strategy and one which 
has reaped rewards for the business 
and its staff.

Why we train our staff in MHFA

Data collected on absences and 
occupational health referrals had 
highlighted to senior leaders that 
mental health was a leading cause 
of sickness absence, and was one of 
the top three reasons for employees 
claiming through the company’s 
private medical insurance scheme. On 
World Mental Health Day 2013, the 
MHFA programme was launched in 
Unilever UK and Ireland.

As part of its Wellbeing Strategy, 
the organisation has taken a unique 
approach to rolling out MHFA. Used 
as a mandatory training tool for line 
managers across key sites, 

Unilever commissioned MHFA 
Associate Instructors to deliver a 
bespoke half-day version of the 
course. 

Nikki explains, “We recognise that line 
managers have such a complex and 
varied role, so we wanted to give them 
the best toolkit to support their teams. 
To date we have trained 50 percent of 
our key site line managers in MHFA 
skills and the feedback has been 
very positive from those who have 
attended a course.”

In contrast to other organisations 
which have chosen to mirror the 
physical first aid model and signpost 
Mental Health First Aiders to staff, 
Unilever has taken a different tack, 
aiming for supportive conversations 
to become an intuitive part of line 
managing. “For example, instead of 
jumping straight into performance 
discussions in a one-to-one, we 
encourage line managers to ask the 
employee how they are and gain a 
sense of their current wellbeing”  
says Nikki.

“ Unilever is taking the agenda of mental wellbeing forward 
through a holistic approach, which can be tailored to the 
particular needs of employees in different parts of the 
organisation, enabling the organisation to drive real  
business benefit and impressive ROI.”

Case study:  
Unilever



Leading by example, senior executives 
have shared their own personal 
stories, and have been behind the 
programme from the beginning. Paul 
Polman, CEO of Unilever, says: “By 
listening and responding to their 
emotional needs we give people a 
much better chance of fulfilling their 
true potential, which is good for them 
and good for the company.”

Results

One of the first noticeable changes 
since incorporating MHFA into 
line management training was 
staff becoming more comfortable 
reporting mental health as a 
reason for sickness absence. This 
culture change had the added 
benefit of allowing the Medical and 
Occupational Health team to collect 
more accurate data and be more 
strategic in developing a targeted 
Wellbeing Strategy across the 
organisation’s many sites.

The pattern of absences has started 
to get shorter and Nikki suggests that 
the increased awareness of mental 
health amongst staff has enabled 
line managers to pick up potential 
issues much sooner. Added to this, 
and because of the firm’s clear and 
open approach to promoting health 
and wellbeing, employees are more 
efficiently accessing support. This 
support is facilitating swifter, more 
positive recoveries, and in many cases 
preventing a situation from becoming 
a serious health issue.

A widely communicated intranet 
hub ‘Wellbeing and U’ gives staff 
access to advice and resources to 
a variety of further support tools 
such as online mental health training 
courses as well as trained counsellors 

who are available 24/7 through the 
Employee Assistance Programme. 
Employees can also be triaged to face 
to face support through the Unilever 
Personal Resilience tool, which is 
a questionnaire designed to give 
employees a “temperature check” of 
their resilience and mental wellbeing. 
The anonymised reports that are 
generated can also flag up patterns, 
helping to focus relevant aspects of 
the Wellbeing Strategy to priority sites.

Also driving the strategy is Unilever’s 
new Wellbeing Scorecard, which 
tracks trends in data from the 
Employee Assistance Programme, 
Occupational Health referrals, Private 
Medical Insurance usage, absence 
data, resource usage, health check 
outcomes and employee feedback. 
Ms Kirbell breaks the data down 
by site and by work environment 
to highlight key areas of focus. The 
central team collaborate with the 
regional sites, sharing best practice 
and encouraging them to take 
responsibility for their site wellbeing 
initiatives as part of a whole 
organisation.

The Wellbeing Strategy has also 
attracted praise from external 
sources. Patrick Watt, Corporate 
Director of Bupa UK, judged it “an 
extremely comprehensive programme 
which gives parity of mental health 
with physical health.” Patrick went on 
to highlight how Unilever is “taking 
the agenda of mental wellbeing 
forward through a holistic approach 
which can be tailored to the particular 
needs of employees in different parts 
of the organisation, enabling the 
organisation to drive real business 
benefit and impressive ROI.”

What the future holds

Maintaining momentum around 
its staff engagement with the 
Wellbeing Strategy and effectively 
communicating the available support 
services to all employees will be 
one of the many challenges that 
Ms Kirbell meets over the coming 
months and years. With such a 
varied employee demographic and 
regional spread it is important that 
the organisation develops innovative 
ways to engage staff in its Wellbeing 
programme. For example, the fact 
that factory staff tend not to use 
PCs in their daily work presents a 
communications challenge around 
promoting access to the Wellbeing 
intranet hub. A solution which 
is currently being reviewed is a 
smartphone app which gives instant 
access to the ‘Wellbeing and U’ 
intranet hub.

Going forward, the key to keeping 
line managers educated and engaged 
with wellbeing will encompass a 
range of training and support tools, 
including the continued use of 
MHFA as an intrinsic part of the line 
management training package. Nikki 
concludes: “Our aim is to have at 
least 75 per cent of all line managers 
trained in the half-day MHFA course. 
We are committed to sharing what 
we have learnt on this journey so far 
of increasing mental health literacy 
and empowering line managers to 
take a holistic approach to staff 
wellbeing and performance.”

“We recognise that line managers have 
such a complex and varied role so we 
wanted to give them the best toolkit to 
support their teams.”



26

“We have found managers are keen to  
have the tools which enable them to   
start a meaningful conversation  
around mental health with their staff.”

Case study: 
Wellcome Trust

Started MHFA training 

September 2015

Staff trained so far

130 

Wellcome is the world’s largest 
medical research charity. It funds 
global research to drive reform and 
advance ideas with the aim to improve 
health for everyone. The charity 
employs 700 staff, including sub-
contractors at its office in Euston, 
London. 

The nature of the charity’s work 
means it takes its wellbeing initiatives 
seriously and is wholly committed to 
ensuring the health and wellbeing 
of its staff. One way in which it is 
demonstrating this commitment 
is through training staff in MHFA. 
Natasha Gordon, Project Manager 
in People and Facilities at Wellcome 
explains: “I attended an MHFA course 
in a previous role, so when I joined 
Wellcome, I volunteered to lead on 
co-ordinating the same training for 
staff at my new place of work. It is 
important that Wellcome, which has 
a number of external facing mental 
health research funding initiatives, 
is committed to the same ethos 
internally.” 

Why we train our staff in MHFA

MHFA training is part of a broader 
strategy for wellbeing at Wellcome, 
with particular focus on prevention, 
intervention and rehabilitation. Whilst 
the commitment to MHFA comes 
from the top with the whole Senior 
Leadership Team having attended 
the courses, training opportunities 
are open to everyone, whatever their 
role. Natasha explains: “We arrange 
the dates and advertise them on our 
intranet. Additionally we put posters 
up and hand out flyers.”

She continues: “All employees at 
Wellcome are given the opportunity 
to attend MHFA training sessions. 
We have found managers are keen 
to have the tools which enable them 
to start a meaningful conversation 
around mental health with their staff. 
Generally middle management can be 
more difficult to get buy-in from with 
this type of initiative, so their interest 
in learning the tools is great progress.” 
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The results of conversations people 
have with their Mental Health First 
Aider colleagues are all logged 
confidentially with details of what 
signposting was given. Natasha 
explains: “This way we can see if 
there is any common denominating 
feedback, which we can act on as an 
employer.” 
 
Results

After successfully piloting MHFA 
training in September 2015, the 
organisation now has 90 employees 
who have completed awareness 
training and 40 who are fully qualified 
Mental Health First Aiders. “We don’t 
have a cap on how many employees 
are trained in MHFA. So far we have 
matched the number of physical first 
aiders”, says Natasha. “Many of our 
physical first aiders are also Mental 
Health First Aiders.”

Wellcome’s commitment to rolling 
out MHFA training is apparent at 
every level of the business. Whilst 
the training is not compulsory, it 
strongly advises HR colleagues and 
business partners to take part in the 
training, and this extends to its sub-
contractors. Support staff play a role 
too, with Mental Health First Aiders 
on staff at the onsite gym which 
is run by an external provider. The 
security team employed directly by 
Wellcome are also trained in MHFA 
with at least one security guard on 
duty at all times, and the staff who 
work at the Wellcome Collection next 
door will be taking the training in the 
near future. 
 
What the future holds

With four more MHFA courses 
booked for September and events 
planned in the run up to World 
Mental Health Day, the charity’s 
enthusiasm for supporting employee 
mental health shows no sign of 
slowing.

Natasha explains: “During the whole 
month of September we will be 
hosting ‘black dog table’ events. 
This will be a mental health table in 
the staff restaurant where members 
of our Mental Health First Aider 
network can sit every lunchtime 
to open up discussion channels 
around mental health at work. We 
are also compiling a speaker series 
with confirmed speakers including a 
clinical psychologist and an MHFA 
speaker.”

Michelle, an MHFA Coordinator 
working with Natasha added: “During 
September we will be leaving out 
place cards for staff to fill in before 
and after meetings, asking questions 
about how mentally healthy they 
feel, how they are feeling generally 
and whether they have noticed an 
increase or a decrease in their mental 
health, and if so if they have utilised 
the MHFA network.” 

“We don’t have a cap on how many 
employees are trained in MHFA. So far we 
have matched the number of physical first 
aiders... many of our physical first aiders 
are also Mental Health First Aiders.”
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“One in six employees suffer 
mental health issues, so it’s 
increasingly important that 
we have first aid provision for 
mental health too.”

“We all need to look after each other 
and ourselves.” This is the mantra that 
is driving WHSmith, as the business 
seeks to deliver a comprehensive 
mental health wellbeing strategy 
that will not only raise awareness of 
mental health issues and address the 
stigma surrounding them, but also 
provide mental health support to its 
staff. 

With around 14,000 employees, 
across more than 1,000 stores, three 
offices and three distribution centres, 
the retailer is working tirelessly to 
ensure all of its 1,100 line managers 
receive MHFA training and that it 
has just as many Mental Health First 
Aiders as it does physical health first 
aiders. 

Why we train our staff in MHFA

Alison Garbutt, Head of Strategic 
Projects who is spearheading this 
agenda, says: “We have many physical 
first aiders at WHSmith, who are all 
trained to help colleagues in the event 
of something like a heart attack – but 
what happens if a colleague is having 
a panic attack? One in six employees 
suffer mental health issues, so it’s 
increasingly important that we have 
first aid provision for mental health 
too.”

Following the death of a friend 
who took their own life almost four 
years ago, Alison has been keen to 
understand what she could have done 
differently, if at all, to support her 
friend. “At the time, I was concerned 
that if I spoke to my friend about how 
he was feeling I might have made 
things worse. I now know this not to 
be true. A meaningful conversation, 
asking the right questions and 
listening, might have helped.”

“We are proud to be making a commitment to 
training our staff in Mental Health First Aid.”

Case study:  
WHSmith
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Today, Alison is passionate about 
anything she can do to support the 
mental health of those around her 
and herself – not just for personal 
reasons, but for business reasons 
too. Mental health issues account for 
almost 70 million employee days off 
sick annually, the most of any health 
condition, costing UK employers 
between £70 billion and £100 billion 
per year1.

After months of investigating and 
consulting on the best approach 
for the company to tackle mental 
health, WHSmith decided on a 
two-pronged approach to delivering 
a mental health wellbeing strategy: 
working with Time to Change to 
raise awareness of mental health 
issues and the associated stigma 
among employees, and working with 
MHFA England to provide training on 
how to support mental health in the 
workplace. 

WHSmith is now at a point where 
funding and plans for delivering 
this strategy have been approved 
by its board. Working closely with 
MHFA England, a tailored approach 
to delivering the training has been 
developed to reflect the nature of the 
business – where employees work 
across various sites, offices and stores. 

Stephen Clarke, CEO of WHSmith, 
says: “I recently had the opportunity 
to meet with business leaders in 
Downing Street to discuss the need 
for a shift in attitude to people with 
mental health issues in the workplace. 
We are all very aware of how we can 
protect our physical health; but most 
of us aren’t so knowledgeable about 
how to look after our mental health. 
The workplace can be a vital drive for 
change in addressing this issue, which 
is why we are proud to be making a 
commitment to training our staff in 
MHFA.”

What the future holds

As well as training staff to be  
Mental Health First Aiders, WHSmith 
are also having six members of staff 
train to become MHFA instructors, 
meaning that they can continue to 
train staff going forwards. Demand 
from staff for MHFA training is 
already exceeding WHSmith’s initial 
expectations, and the popularity of 
the training means that the company 
is already considering extending the 
training beyond the next 12 months. 

“WHSmith is working tirelessly to ensure 
all of its 1,100 line managers receive 
MHFA training and that it has just as 
many Mental Health First Aiders as 
physical health first aiders.”

1 Department of Health, 2014:  
Public Mental Health Priorities: 
Investing in the Evidence

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/413196/CMO_web_doc.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/413196/CMO_web_doc.pdf
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MHFA courses
There are a variety of options for MHFA courses to suit your organisation. 
Every course is delivered by an experienced associate instructor who has 
attended the seven day instructor training programme accredited by the Royal 
Society for Public Health. Our quality assured associates have been recruited 
due to their diverse business backgrounds, experience in mental health, and 
their ability to engage and motivate attendees. 

The delivery of this course is very 
flexible and it may be delivered over 
a number of sessions. Sessions will 
be a mix of presentations, discussions 
and group work activities.

Our instructors provide a safe 
learning environment and are trained 
to support delegates throughout 
the whole course. Nobody is 
pressured to join in any part they feel 
uncomfortable with. Due to some of 
the sensitive subjects of our courses, 
we limit numbers to 16 people. 

Everyone who completes the course 
receives an MHFA manual to take 
away which is an excellent support 
resource. They also receive an 
attendance certificate from MHFA 
England to say that they are now a 
Mental Health First Aider. 

Course outline

The course is delivered in four 
manageable chunks, each with  
a focus on how to apply  
Mental Health First Aid skills:

Session 1

Mental Health First Aid, 
mental health, and depression.

Session 2

Depression (cont.) and  
suicidal crisis.

Session 3

Anxiety, personality disorders, 
eating disorders and self-harm.

Session 4

Psychosis, schizophrenia 
and bipolar disorder.

Learning outcomes

The course is designed to:

 – Give a deeper understanding of 
the issues that impact on and 
relate to people’s mental health

 – Teach practical skills that can 
be used every day, including 
being able to spot the signs and 
symptoms of mental health issues 
and feel confident guiding people 
towards appropriate support

 – Raise awareness and  
mental health literacy

 – Reduce stigma around  
mental ill health

 – Boost knowledge and  
confidence in dealing with  
mental health issues

 – Encourage people to start a 
conversation with a person who 
may be experiencing a mental 
health issue

 – Promote early intervention  
which enables recovery
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Based on our MHFA Two Day  
course, this training has been 
designed specifically with the 
workplace in mind. As a one day 
course, it fits flexibly into  
training timetables.

The day will include a mix of 
presentations, group discussions 
and workshop activities, with our 
instructors providing a safe learning 
environment where participants are 
supported throughout the  
whole course. 

At the end of the day, everyone will 
receive an MHFA manual which is 
an excellent reference and support 
resource.

Maximum capacity

16

Course outline 

 – What is mental health?

 – Depression and anxiety

 – Suicide and psychosis

 – Self-harm and eating disorders

Learning outcomes

The course is designed to:

 – Give an understanding around the 
issues that relate to mental health

 – Teach practical skills that can 
be used every day, including 
being able to spot the signs and 
symptoms of mental health issues

MHFA Half Day is an introductory 
course designed to raise awareness of 
the issues surrounding mental health. 
It is not intended to replace the two 
day course but is a good introduction 
to those interested in mental health.

Learning outcomes

The course is designed to:

 – Give an understanding of  
some of the issues surrounding  
mental health

 – Show participants how to interact 
effectively with people who may 
be experiencing mental health 
issues or emotional distress

 – Provide an insight into the two 
day course and the benefits of 
becoming a Mental Health  
First Aider

Maximum capacity

25

For details on MHFA course bookings and delivery options, please contact us at  
info@mhfaengland.org, telephone 020 7250 8062, or visit our website mhfaengland.org

youtu.be/VNywx4rPAzl
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Instructor Training

Although many organisations are keen to have our experienced associate 
instructors deliver our courses, some decide to train their own staff to become 
MHFA instructors. Once qualified they can deliver our courses in a timeframe 
and method which 100 percent suits the needs of the business.  
Accredited by the Royal Society for Public Health, our seven day instructor 
training gives participants all the tools needed to deliver successful MHFA 
courses. 

How will I learn?

Instructor Training takes place over 
seven days and is usually spread out 
over six weeks. This allows you to 
become familiar with the material and 
reflect on your learning. You'll have 
access to a mentor throughout who 
will be happy to help if you need any 
guidance along the way.

Days one–two 

Experience the MHFA course as 
delivered by our highly experienced 
national trainers.

Day three

Hear from a variety of speakers from 
a mental health related background. 
These sessions could include 
discussions with people who have 
experienced mental health issues, 
a carer of someone with mental ill 
health, or someone from a medical 
background. Topics will cover a range 
of factors contributing to mental ill 
health.

 

Days four–five 

Your chance to deliver a session on 
a relevant topic followed by a one 
to one feedback session with your 
mentor.

Days six–seven

Deliver a section of an MHFA course, 
gain peer to peer feedback and have 
another one to one session with your 
mentor.

You will be expected to do 
approximately 20 hours of your  
own study outside of the seven days, 
including time spent on preparing 
delivery materials for days four–five 
and six–seven. 

Requirements

Following the training, you’ll be 
required to co-deliver two MHFA 
courses within a year to become an 
approved instructor. Once approved, 
instructors can deliver courses solo, 
both in their own organisation and 
externally.

To remain an MHFA instructor, you 
will need to do the following each 
year:

 – Deliver two courses, or as many as 
possible

 – Ensure everyone who attends your 
courses receives a manual and 
workbook that can be purchased 
from MHFA England 

 – Renew your annual membership. 
The current membership fee is 
£69.00 as of April 2017

 – Attend a continuing professional 
development event. MHFA 
England offers CPD events to 
expand your portfolio of courses 
(e.g. Youth MHFA,  
Higher Education MHFA,  
Armed Forces MHFA). Or you can 
attend an external event relating 
to mental health or training skills

How to apply

To learn more about Instructor 
Training in your organisation, please 
contact us at info@mhfaengland.org, 
telephone 020 7250 8062, or visit 
our website mhfaengland.org.

mailto:info%40mhfaengland.org?subject=
http://mhfaengland.org
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Price list

Course Cost per delegate  
(based on full capacity)
exc. VAT

Price exc. VAT Max course 
capacity

MHFA Two Day £195.25 £3,124.00 16

MHFA One Day £145.25 £2,324.00 16

MHFA Half Day £69.00 £1,725.00 25

Prices include:

 – Delivery

 – Trainer fee

 – Training resources

 – Certificates of attendance

 – Full administrative support from 
MHFA England

 – Customer service support from 
MHFA England

 – A Client Relationship Manager to 
oversee all deliveries

 – Post-delivery reports if needed 

Prices exclude:

 – Venue hire

 – Catering

 – Cancellation fees of up to 50% if 
confirmed dates are cancelled or 
rescheduled

 – VAT. Please note due to HMRC 
directive we are obliged to 
charge VAT on the MHFA Two 
Day workbook. All other course 
materials are zero rated

The following items  
are optional:

 – Bespoke course design fees 
starting at £650 i.e. tailored 
case studies, stats and referral 
pathways

 – MHFA materials such as bags, 
pens, stress balls or badges 
starting at £1.50 per unit.

It is in the best interest of the 
organisation to fill courses to capacity 
as costs are charged per course. Price 
per delegate will change dependent 
on the number of delegates attending.

If you wish to book a small number of individual places, you may prefer to book directly with one of our independent 
instructors (course costs may vary depending on location and instructor). Please visit our website mhfaengland.org to 
find details of courses and instructors in your area. 

To book in-house training through our Client Experience Team:

Price includes: 

 – All training materials

 – Access to the instructor only area 
of the MHFA website including 
marketing support

 – One year of mentor support

Course Length Price exc. VAT

MHFA Instructor 
Training
programme

7 days £2,281.45

http://mhfaengland.org


Feedback
On these pages you will find comments from people who  
have been on an MHFA course in their workplace.

“ Definitely a course to 
recommend! Should be a 
suggested course for all levels 
but particularly managers  
and above!”

“ I really enjoyed the course. It is 
very worthwhile and a brilliant 
idea. Course content was very 
detailed and excellent.”

“ Worthwhile course for all 
managers - Thank you!”

“ Brilliant; life-changing!  
Thank you so much.”

“ Excellent course that has given 
me a much better understanding 
of mental health issues and  
how they affect people and  
the workplace.”

“ Everyone should take this  
course in some form; it is 
amazing. Such an insightful  
two days.”

“ This was a fantastic course. It 
was really well run and the level 
of participation and valuing of 
contribution was great.”

“ Please roll this out & promote 
it to all in the corporate world. 
In particular the investment 
banking sector or any other 
corporate work area.”

“ Overall I thought the course was 
very informative and has greatly 
increased my knowledge in all 
aspects relating to mental health. 
I thoroughly enjoyed the two 
days! I can now put in to practice 
what I have learnt.”



“ Fantastic course that was  
very well presented. It provides 
full understanding of how to 
support someone with a mental 
health issue until professional 
help arrives.”

“ Very useful course - good to 
reflect not only on mental health 
conversations, but getting the 
relationship and trust right for all 
conversations.”

“ This needs to be embedded in 
the company in the same way 
as safety. This MUST be a long 
term (permanent) programme in 
same way as Health and Safety at 
work/fire fighting.”

“ I’ve had a colleague experience 
mental ill health before, and I 
now can better spot the signs 
earlier and should it happen again 
I can offer the most appropriate 
support.”

“ Excellent delivery, very engaging, 
knowledgeable, lots of real life 
experience. I hope more senior 
leadership team take away the 
value of MHFA and make it 
mandatory across the company.”

“ Thank you for inviting me to 
attend this course - I hope it’s 
rolled out across the firm.”



For details on MHFA course bookings,  
prices, and delivery options,  
please contact us at 
info@mhfaengland.org
020 7250 8062

or visit our website
mhfaengland.org

Mental Health  
First Aid starts  
with you


