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What is mental health? 
 

Did you know that a whopping 1 in 4 people experience some form of mental 
health problem every year? If you work in a group of people this means that 
there is a high probability of someone in the team experiencing mental health 
problems.   
 
Mental health problems describe a wide number of conditions which covers 
stress, anxiety, depression, OCD, and some of the psychiatric conditions e.g. 
bipolar disorder, personality disorder. It’s a cover all term which doesn’t really 
help people understand what it means.  A more basic description is that there 
are thoughts going on in your brain which are affecting how you operate and 
you are finding it increasing difficult to control these thoughts. 
 
We’ve all got mental health – it’s a spectrum – and the diagram below is a more 
helpful way to talk about mental health. 
 

 
 

What’s the impact at work? 
 
Statistics show that 70 million working days are lost every year due to mental ill 
health. And when you consider the number of people who still go to work when 
they are suffering, it leads to a huge bill for employers and the country – an 
estimated £30 billion per year. 
 
So, employers should be taking mental ill health seriously - and not just because 
of the cost but also because of the impact is has on effectiveness in the work 
place.  Did you know? 
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 37% of sufferers are likely to get into conflict with colleagues 
 48% find it harder to multitask 
 85% find it difficult to concentrate 
 64% take longer to do tasks 
 48% are less patient with customers or clients 

 
This session is too brief to give you a comprehensive guide about all of the 
details about managing staff who are experiencing mental ill health but it will at 
least give you some ideas of where to start. 
 
New research shows that staff are more likely to stay in work or take less time 
off if they feel they are supported.  It’s important to recognise that experiencing 
mental health problems is not a sign of weakness or inability to cope.  It is, 
hopefully, a temporary situation which needs to be recognised and adjustments 
put in place. 
 
 

You got the handbook - right? 
 

So you have a position where you manage staff – that’s fantastic.  You’re 
obviously really good at your job to get this promotion.  What people don’t tell 
you is that you might be fantastic at the technical side of your job but managing 
a team is the really hard part.  Did your manager give you the staff management 
handbook?  Are you up to speed with all of the HR issues?  How well do you 
know your team?  Have you been promoted from a really close team to being 
their manager?   
 
Whatever the situation the hard part of any role is managing a team.  You’ve got 
a group of individuals who are all different – they’ve got different life 
experiences, different reasons for coming into work, different things going on 
in their life, and you have to make sure they work as a cohesive team to meet 
the deadlines you are set.   
 
Sounds like a doddle doesn’t it?  It’s bad enough if people have a beef about 
their colleagues but when you throw in a small matter of the fact that some 
people are experiencing “mental health problems” the world of managing staff 
becomes a whole lot more scary. 
 
The HSE have produced a great handbook to help managers who have staff 
with mental health problems and they have produced a competency tool to 
help you identify any training needs you might have. 
 

HSE Managers 
resource.pdf

Line Manager 
Competency Indicator.xls 
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What’s the culture? 
 

A recent survey revealed that one in five people felt they couldn’t tell their boss 
if they were overly stressed at work and less than half of people diagnosed with 
a mental health problem had told their manager.   
 
What are things like here?  Is it a badge of honour to take on loads of work 
without cracking under the pressure?  Are managers so busy they don’t have 
time to listen to their staff?  Are you seen as weak if you talk about stress or 
depression?  What policies do you have in place?  Do people know about them? 
 
What impact do you think the culture can have on people experiencing mental 
health problems? 
 

What’s your view? 
 

It’s all well and good having top down support for people with mental health 
problems, but all the culture and policies in the world won’t help if you struggle 
to understand people with mental health problems.  Or if you find it too close to 
home because of things you have experienced. 
 
As we mentioned, people experience mental health problems in different ways 
– some people take to their beds, some people cry at the drop of a hat and 
others just carry on as though nothing is wrong.  If you are experiencing mental 
health problems of your own, how do you feel about taking on other people’s 
stress?   
 
Think about the message you give people when the topic of mental health 
comes up – do you talk about other people who have gone off sick as though 
they are weak?  Do you struggle to know what to say to people?  Are you 
frightened of getting it wrong? 
 
Maybe your team are worried about coming to you for support because you’ve 
made it really clear you are stressed and struggling.  Are you accessible or 
always talking about how busy you are?  Is your open door policy really that? 
 
 

What are the warning signs? 
 

We’re all very different – and how we deal with difficult situations is different 
for everyone.  Some people seem to sail through life and nothing bothers them, 
others crumble at the first sign of a problem.  Lots of people cope with things 
one after the other and something will just make everything snap for them. 
 
You will also be aware that some people talk about everything and get things off 
their chest, while others bottle stuff up and you wouldn’t know that they’d had a 
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great tragedy.   
 
While there is no right way or wrong way to deal with these things, there are 
things which are unhelpful and can make things worse. 
 
So how would you know if a member of your team was experiencing the start of 
a problem? 
 
Just because someone comes into work and is snappy one day, it doesn’t mean 
they’ve got mental health problems, they might have just had a bad night’s sleep 
or an argument with their neighbour on the way to work. 
 
Change that is starting to become the norm is what to watch out for. 
 
So if someone is normally bright and happy in the office is starting to become 
sad and withdrawn over a week or so it could be a sign that something is going 
on.  Are they crying in the office?  Or getting angry really easily?  Are they doing 
less work than normal, or making more mistakes, or staying in the office longer 
than they used to?  They could all be signs that something is happening – either 
at home or work for them. 
 
They may start to smoke more, or use alcohol or drugs to block things out, and 
that might have an impact on their appearance or attendance at work.   
 
If you know your team, especially if they have been a stable team for a while, 
changes in one person will be obvious quite quickly. 
 
 
 

 
 

What should you do next? 
 

Managers might get staff coming to them to talk about their mental health 
problems, or they might observe some behaviours that give them cause for 
concern. 
 
If you need to speak to a member of staff about what’s going on make sure you 
keep calm. 
 
Make a note of the observations you have made if their behaviour changes.  If 
you spot things early you might be able to stop a potential problem happening.  
Sometimes people’s behaviour changes before they even realise they have a 
problem.  It’s the mind’s way of protecting the person. 
 
Arrange an informal meeting with the person as soon as possible and explain 
your concerns to them.  Approach it from the point of view that have noticed 
some changes and that you are worried for them. 
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Listen to what they say – if they tell you there is nothing going on then let it go.  
They might realise that they have a problem when they reflect on your words. 
 
Don’t make assumptions or jump to conclusions. 
 

Have you got a wise mind? 
 
How you react to someone who is talking to you about their problems can have 
a big impact on how they feel. 
 

 
 
If you react emotionally they may feel really unsafe talking to you, if you react 
rationally they may feel that you don’t care or you aren’t listening. 
 
Be aware of how you react and try to consciously move to the wise mind when 
you are talking to someone in this situation. 
 

Am I remaining in the adult? 
 
The renowned psychiatrist, Dr Eric Bern, developed the theory of transactional 
analysis after working with patients in the 1950’s. The theory says that we all 
have 3 states of being within us – Parent, Adult and child.  
 
The work he did allowed him to realise that communication was most effective 
when both people were in the adult state. 
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We can all be in any one of those states at any one time and we can easily flip 
between them. If you think about conversations where you are telling someone 
what to do you could easily be in critical parent mode. Sometimes it’s necessary 
to be in this mode to protect a child for example, but if you are talking to your 
partner or a work colleague, being the critical parent may make them react as 
either a petulant child and argue, or as a compliant child and do whatever you 
want with a grudge. 
 
If you have something to discuss it’s better to be in adult mode but it’s easy to 
see how things can spiral out of control. Watch people arguing, they may start 
in adult mode, but if one becomes a critical parent the other might become a 
petulant child causing the first person to react in kind. You wouldn’t get 
anywhere with your discussion. 
 
If you need to discuss something with someone, have a think about what you 
need to say. Explain to them in a calm way what you want to discuss and 
perhaps set a time for the discussion. Prepare your thoughts and think about the 
outcome you want- or what you would be prepared to accept. 
 
Avoid using phrases like “you always do this”, “you make me feel” – they are 
just inflammatory and that’s the language of the child. Even if the person you 
are talking to moves to the petulant child state, try to bring the conversation 
back to adult – resist the perfectly normal temptation to flip into petulant child 
too! 
 

What are you saying? 
 
The way you communicate can have a huge impact too – your tone of voice 
and body language hold more weight than the words you say so if you are one 

   Adult  Child  
Petulant or 
Compliant 

Parent 
Critical or 
Nurturing 
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of those people who find it difficult to stop their thoughts showing, make sure 
you are keeping a neutral face because people won’t talk to you if they know 
you are struggling with what they say, or your words don’t match your body 
language. 

 

 
 

What are you hearing? 
 
Active listening is not just letting someone talk, it’s about really hearing what 
they say and taking time to understand.  Ask questions to clarify – it’s 
sometimes difficult if the words are coming out all jumbled.  Explain to them 
what you think you heard and ask them if it’s right. 
 

 
 

93% of communication is non-verbal! 
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Encourage them to keep talking – don’t think about what you are going to say 
next in response to what they are saying. 
 
If you ask questions, keep them open to encourage more information – don’t 
ask questions that they can just answer yes or no to. 
 
Think about does their body language match with the words?  If they are telling 
you they are fine, but crying at the same time that’s a big giveaway.  Don’t be 
afraid to point out that there is a disparity between what they are saying and 
what they are showing you. 
 

Have they got ants? 
 

 
 
If someone is stress, depressed or anxious, they may be having automatic 
negative thoughts which can stop them seeing clearly and moving forward the 
way they need to. 
 
Helping them to identify this can be important as they can get out of control 
and turn to compulsive behaviours which may need treatment. 
 

Are you going round in circles? 
 
Try thinking about a recent time a discussion turned into an argument. Analyse 
the way the discussion went – think about what you said and what they said. Is 
there any point you could have said something different? Would it have taken 
the discussion to a different outcome? 
 
Think about the state you are in – did you start off as an adult and flip into a 
petulant child? Or did they become a critical parent and you acted as a 
compliant child but silently seethed? 
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Small changes in the way you communicate can lead to a very different 
outcome.  It’s really helpful if you can see you are in a circular discussion which 
isn’t going anywhere because now you can take control of the conversation.  
You can’t change people but you can get a different outcome by breaking the 
cycle – you may find that you get to the bottom of the issue finally. 
 
 

 

Did I really say that? 
 
The main thing to remember is that when we are talking to someone who is 
distressed, we say things that we think will help.  Sometimes though the things 
we think will help will actually stop the person talking.  In this situation we need 
to keep someone talking to find out what is really going on and what can be 
done to help. 
 
Think about the words that you are tempted to say and make sure that you feel 
they would encourage someone to talk to you or would it stop them talking. 
 

Do you want to fix everything? 
 
If you are the kind of person who loves helping someone out, you may be 
tempted to overstep the boundaries of your role. 
 
If you think you are a “rescuer” then make sure you know where your role ends 
and don’t cause problems to yourself or you company by overstepping them. 
 

Common themes 

They said 

Argument You said 

You said They said 
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There are a number of themes which get raised during my discussions with 
companies and there is a lot of useful information available. 
 
Here are some links that you might find useful 
 

• Suicide 
• Menopause  

CIPD guidance.pdf Do's and don't.pdf Menopause guide 
for people managers.pdf

Menopause at 
work _ Acas.pdf  

 
• Anxiety/panic attacks 
• Intergenerational differences 
• Increased workload 

 
 

Where can you signpost 
 

It might be useful for you to gather some resources so you that you don’t panic 
if someone comes to talk to you. 
 
This document is a starter but think about organisations like step change for 
debt or the CAB. 
 

Useful contacts.pdf

 
Where do you go for support? 
 
It’s really important to make sure you keep your mental wellbeing in your 
mind.  You aren’t invincible and sometimes if you are taking on lots of other 
people’s problems it might have an impact on you.  Know where you can go for 
support and what works best for you. 
 
 

Who are NECS? 
 

We are a counselling agency based in Gateshead. We work with companies or 
individuals to provide a tailored solution to their problems – by making sure 
you get the right support for you or your business you get the best outcome. 
 
92% of our clients said that our work has helped them. 
 
There are a variety of ways we can help 
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• Counselling 
• Coaching 
• Supervision 
• Skills development 
• Group work 
• Mediation 
• Crisis support 
• Major incident support 
• Mental health policy development and review 

 
We give businesses a free consultation to see what help will be best and then 
give a costed proposal. 
 
In an emergency we can have a counsellor to your site within 24 hours, and we 
can provide a large number of counsellors if the situation is extensive. 
 
If you are an employer looking to bring in our services call Carol Smith, on 0191 
4661314 or email carol@necounselling.org.uk 

 
 


