
The differences in 
mental health support
Public & private 
sector workers 



In recent years, mental health issues 
have finally been losing 
their taboo status.

From Prince Harry to Stormzy, high-profile people 
have been opening up about their emotional and 
psychological challenges – though there is certainly 
no room for complacency.

But can this change be seen in the average workplace? 
And, if so, which sector is more responsive when it comes 
to implementing mental health support for their workforce: 
public or private?'
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https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/apr/18/prince-william-duke-cambridge-call-out-suicide-men-mental-health


Workplace mental health: 
a statistical overview

The statistics around mental health 
in the workplace make 
alarming reading.

In 2017, the landmark government-commissioned 
study Thriving at Work found that around 

the rate 
of those 
without.

They are also 
three times
more likely to 
have a lengthy 
period of 
sickness

people with a long-term 
mental health condition 
lose their jobs each year 

300,000 2x

of people at work have 
symptoms of mental 
health conditions
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15% 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers


Mental ill-health: 
prevalence in the public 
versus the private sector
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It is in the public sector that the 
problem is most apparent.

A recent report from mental health charity Mind 
revealed that those in the public sector are: 

More likely to say they have felt 
anxious at work on several occasions 
over the last months

This is backed up by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development (CIPD), whose recent report found that mental 
ill health is a more common cause of long-term absence in the 
public sector, though there is little difference in terms of 
short-term absences.

15%          9%

43%53% 

versus

versus

Considerably more likely to rate their 
mental health as poor than their peers 
in the private sector

https://www.mind.org.uk/news-campaigns/news/mind-reveals-shocking-differences-in-mental-health-support-for-public-private-sector-workers/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/health-and-well-being-at-work-2019_tcm18-55881.pdf


Workplace openness: 
public versus private sector

...Although they sadly 
don't always get the 
support they need.

The Mind survey also showed that the public sector:

Its employees 
are more likely 
to disclose such 
problems.

Are more aware 
of the issue of 
mental health.

Are open about 
taking time off 
work due to 
mental health.

Are more likely 
to report that their 
workplace culture 
makes such 
openness possible.



Meanwhile, the CIPD report shows that while most workplaces surveyed 
are taking some action to manage employee mental health, there is 
significant disparity between sectors.

Workplace responses: 
public versus private sector
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The position of health 
and well-being in 
organisations, by sector 

We have a standalone 
well-being strategy in 
support of our wider
organisation strategy

We don’t have a formal 
strategy or a plan, but 
we act flexibly on an 
ad hoc basis according 
to employee need

Our organisation is 
much more reactive 
than proactive

We’re not currently 
doing anything to 
improve employee 
health and well-being

Employee well-being 
is only a focus in our 
organisation when 
things are going well

Employee well-being 
is on senior 
leaders’agendas

Line managers 
are bought in to 
the importance 
of well-being

Employees are keen to 
engage with health and 
well-being initiatives 

(% of respondents who agree/strongly agree)

Public services (Base:276)

Private sector (Base:643)

6060

6363

4848

2020

6666

7070

7070

5555

5555
4747

3232

3838

3838

8

10
15
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The public sector takes a 
strategic approach.  

The private sector’s response 
can be typified as ad hoc 

said they don’t have a 
formal strategy or plan.

versus 

are more reactive 
than proactive.

The ‘do nothing’ approach is practised by just 8% of public sector 
employees, rising to a fifth in the private sector; but the gap narrows 
when it comes to workplaces which take action only when the going’s 
good: 10% (public sector) and 15% (private).

responded that their 
organisation has a 
standalone policy in 
support of the wider 
organisation strategy.

60%  66%  

38%  

versus 
48%  

38%  32%  

That’s almost twice 
as high as the private 
sector, on just 
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and

Employees themselves are, however, largely willing to engage in 
health and well-being initiatives:

It seems that much of the difference 
lies at the top of the organisations.

70%  

55%  

55%  47%  

In the public sector

70%  
In the public sector

63%  
In the private sector.

compared with

of senior leaders have 
employee well-being 
on their agendas

of their private sector 
counterparts.

Given the crucial role of line managers as the first point of contact 
for an employee struggling with emotional or psychological issues, 
it is disappointing that:

respectively are said to have 
bought into the importance 
of employee well-being.

https://www.ioshmagazine.com/article/health-and-wellbeing-at-work-2019
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So once an organisation has recognised the importance 
of staff well-being, what can it actually do to nurture it? 

Such as asking 
employees about 
work-related 
frustrations.

Any measures should 
be carried out promptly, 
said Spencer, before 
problems could snowball.

Dr Steve Boorman, former chief 
medical adviser to the Royal Mail, 
told delegates how important 
phased returns were for 
employees who had taken time 
off for mental health conditions.

Meanwhile, Rand Europe's research leader, Michael Whitmore, presented 
the results of a survey from Public Health England into programmes to 
boost physical and mental wellbeing.

The most promising included a digital sleep training programme 
and an online mindfulness stress-reduction course.

In many cases, the best 
adjustment an employer could 
take would be an element of 
flexible working to allow 
attendance at clinical 
appointments.

What can employers do? 
A discussion

The recent Health and 
Wellbeing at Work 2019 
conference showed just how 
thorny a question this is.

Duncan Spencer, the head of 
advice and practice at the 
Institute of Safety and Health, 
spoke of the need to measure 
early indicators.

Often, the concerns 
raised were as simple 
to solve as computer 
screen glare.

https://www.ioshmagazine.com/article/health-and-wellbeing-at-work-2019
https://www.ioshmagazine.com/article/health-and-wellbeing-at-work-2019
https://www.ioshmagazine.com/article/health-and-wellbeing-at-work-2019


58%40%
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Case study: 
the public sector

One public sector workplace going the extra mile 
for staff wellbeing is Norfolk County Council.

Realising that traditional 
occupational health services 
were ill-equipped to deal with 
mental health issues, it 
introduced psychological 
assessments in partnership 
with employee well-being 
provider Validium.

Employees can now be 
assessed by clinical 
psychologists, who will 
clarify the impact of their 
mental health issue on 
their job and help them 
get back to work.

Of those staff who received support since 2014

said they had 
returned to work 
more quickly than 
previously.

said it had stopped them 
taking sick leave when 
they would otherwise 
have done so.

https://www.peoplemanagement.co.uk/voices/case-studies/norfolk-county-council-drastically-improved-mental-health-support-staff


While the CIPD report raised concerns about 
the private sector's attitude towards workforce 
mental health, more far-sighted companies are 
taking wellbeing seriously.

It holds free events 
such as storytelling. 

With the aim to 
make mental health 
a topic of everyday 
conversation.

Masterclasses that 
equip people with 
knowledge and 
tools to enhance 
mental wellbeing.

And open space events to share best practice 
and develop new ways of working.

10

Case study: 
the private sector

One initiative is the 
Minds at Work 
Movement, founded 
and sponsored by 
global companies such 
as Unilever and RWC.

It aims to eradicate 
the stigma of 
mental illness and 
"create life-enhancing 
workplaces".

http://www.mindsatworkmovement.com/about
http://www.mindsatworkmovement.com/about


Yet 99% of all businesses in the UK are small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs), employing almost 
16m people.
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£33bn £42bn

Cost implications

This is where the experts are clear: it is an investment.

So the question on every concerned yet hard-pressed 
employer’s lips must be: how much does good mental 
health support cost?

Recent research from Aston University shows that such 
SMEs often have to cut corners to survive, leading to staff 
being overworked with little job security. In such a scenario, 
it can be hard for business owners to put mental health 
support measures in place.

Consider the costs of poor mental health in the workplace. 
Thriving at Work puts this at  

to

Which comprises the cost of staff absenteeism, 
staff presenteeism (reduced productivity) plus 
staff replacement costs.

per year 
to employers.

http://theconversation.com/addressing-mental-health-issues-in-small-businesses-could-bring-major-boost-to-the-economy-119715
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers


(in terms of benefits, lost tax and national insurance revenue, and 
NHS costs), let alone the human and social costs for the employee 
and his or her family and friends. 

Across both sectors, the 
average return on every £1 
spent on workplace mental 
health interventions is a 
highly positive £4.20 

A figure that's bound to 
impress budget holders 
whatever the sector.

cost to 
the government

That's even before you factor in the

In the private sector, the average cost per employee is 

Costs are highest in 
the finance, insurance 
and real estate sector.

And lowest in 
hotels, catering 
and leisure.
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£1,119-£1,481

In the public sector, the average cost per employee is 

£1,551-£1,877
With health at 
the top of the scale.

Public administration, 
defence and social 
security at the bottom.

£24bn £27bnto
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With mental health issues on the rise 
in the UK's workplaces, therefore, the 
need to find effective solutions is 
more pressing than ever. Connect 
Assist is working with a number 
of charity clients taking effective 
action.

One is The Benevolent, the trade 
charity for people working in the 
drinks industry and their families. It 
recently set up a confidential helpline 
that incorporates professional 
counsellors who understand the 
specific pressures of The Benevolent’s 
clients: long working hours, lack of 
sleep and easy access to alcohol. It 
also launched a #NotAlone campaign 
to reduce workplace stigma around 
mental health, reaching 90 companies 
and 13,700 employees.

Connect Assist also works with 
leading mental health charity, Mind, 
whose infoline last year answered 
95,894 calls, emails, live chats and 
SMS from people from all sections of 
society, listening to their issues and 
signposting them where necessary to 
further support.

And Veterans’ Gateway have 
answered over 14,000 enquiries this 
year to date through telephony, email, 
live chat and social media.

There is, of course, no one-size-fits-all 
answer. But addressing mental 
ill-health is essential for employers 
who want to reduce absenteeism, 
increase productivity and create 
healthier, happier workplaces.

Conclusion
Mental health issues that begin in the workplace – such as stress – 
rarely stay there. Instead, they ripple out to employees’ home lives, 
causing untold damage to families and wider society too.

“By promoting wellbeing 
for all staff, tackling the 
causes of work-related mental 
health problems and supporting 
staff who are experiencing 
mental health problems, 
organisations can help keep 
people at work and create 
mentally healthy workplaces 
where people are supported to 
perform at their best." 

Paul Farmer, Chief Executive of Mind 
and co-author of Thriving at Work 
report

https://connectassist.co.uk/the-importance-of-mental-health-awareness-week-and-what-it-means-to-mind-and-the-benevolent/
https://connectassist.co.uk/the-importance-of-mental-health-awareness-week-and-what-it-means-to-mind-and-the-benevolent/



