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Context

Ben Willmott, Head of Public Policy, CIPD



Employers have duty of care for people’s 
mental health at work

• Employers have legal duty to protect the health and safety of employees at 
work, which includes their mental health.

• Employees who have a mental health condition may be disabled as defined 
by the Equality Act 2010, and will therefore be protected from discrimination 
during employment.

• Employers required to make reasonable adjustments for employees with 
disabilities. What is ‘reasonable’ will depend on the circumstances, the 
nature of the disability and the resources of the employer.



COVID-19 impacts people in very different 
ways

The psychological impact of COVID-19 on employees will depend on 
wide range of factors, including: 

• Type of sector they work in and job role 

• Caring responsibilities 

• Household/family circumstances 

• Their individual characteristics such as their gender, age, ethnicity 
and health for example

• Their personal make-up/resilience



Psychological impact of COVID-19 will also vary for different groups 
within organisations

• Those who have carried on working and attending their place of 
work through the COVID-19 crisis 

• People working from home 

• People who have been working from home or have been furloughed 
and are now returning to the workplace 



CIPD: three 
key tests 
before a 
return to 
workplace

• Is it essential? Working from home must continue 
wherever possible; if not possible, is the work 
deemed essential and/or are there are options?

• Is it safe? People’s health and safety is paramount, 
including their mental health; any return should be 
gradual to test H&S measures can work for larger 
numbers

• Is it mutually agreed? There needs to be a clear 
dialogue to ensure people’s circumstances and 
worries are taken into account.



The role of 
line managers 
key 

Sensitive and supportive 121s –
part of the re-induction process to 
discuss any changes or ongoing 
support needed 

Provide ongoing guidance – to 
help managers support employees 
in complex and challenging 
situations

Line manager wellbeing - line 
managers themselves will be under 
acute pressure to manage 
conflicting demands



Early 
intervention key 
- spotting signs 
of poor or 
declining 
mental health

Typical signs include:

Working long hours / not taking breaks 

Mood changes 

Distraction, indecision or confusion 

Withdrawal 

Irritability, anger or aggression 

Uncharacteristic performance issues 

Over-reaction to problems or issues 

Disruptive or anti-social behaviour.



Coronavirus 
(COVID-19): Mental 
health and returning 
to the workplace –
new CIPD Guide

The law and 
mental health

Prevention –
what employers 

can do now

Early 
intervention

Managing 
mental health 

disclosures

Supporting the 
return to the 

workplace

Advice for line 
managers



www.cipd.co.uk/coronavirus

https://www.cipd.co.uk/news-views/coronavirus


The vital role of line managers
Emma Donaldson-Feilder, Director, 
Affinity Coaching and Supervision

emma@affinityhealthatwork.com

mailto:emma@affinityhealthatwork.com


anxiety, uncertainty, sadness, grief, 
anger, stress, tension, isolation, 

loneliness, overload, overwhelm...

Further 
psychological 

impact of 
'recovery 
phase' of 
pandemic

Added 
psychological 

strain of 
COVID-19

Pre-existing 
high levels of 
mental health 

problems 

(1 in 6)



Line managers’ role in employee 
psychological wellbeing

Generally: 
Manager behaviour 

is a potential 
source of stress
OR wellbeing for 

their team

Managers 
influence their 

team’s exposure to 
organisational 

sources of stress 
OR wellbeing

…managing 
employee 
sickness 

absence and 
return to 
work….

Managers 
are also vital for 

for identifying and 
tackling problems 
at the local level…

During COVID-19: 
Employees who had 

less contact with 
their manager had 

poorer mental health 
(IES, 2020)

Leadership is vital 
for building trust 

and role-modelling 
key behaviours, 
e.g. compassion 
(van Bavel et al, 

2020)

…and 
supporting 
wellbeing 
activities

Being 
recognised had 
psychological 
benefits for 

frontline 
workers (Cai et 

al, 2020)



Management behaviour for preventing stress

Management behaviour for 
supporting return to work

https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/culture/well-being/preventing-stress-report
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/fundamentals/relations/absence/return-to-work-guide


Managing remote workers

https://iosh.com/outofsight


Moving beyond/inside behavioural frameworks

The importance of effective relationships between 
managers and individual employees – recognising  
that everyone is different

‘Being with’ uncertainty, ambiguity, change, 
paradox, not knowing – neither racing to 
solutions nor becoming paralysed/stuck

Creating ‘psychological safety’, ‘time to think’, 
opportunities for new perspectives, 
empowerment, compassion, kindness, care

Listening to employees – giving attention, 
allowing emotions – anxiety, sadness, grief, 
fear… accepting what can’t be changed



Roffey Park

Kindness and care… Compassionate Leadership models…

Helping – taking 
thoughtful and intelligent 

action to help others

Empathising – feeling 
the distress without being 

overwhelmed

Understanding –
arriving at a measured 
understanding through 
dialogue and perhaps 
having to reconcile 

conflicting perspectives 

NHS

Being a compassionate 
person – alive to the 

suffering of others, non-
judgemental, tolerating 

personal distress, empathetic, 
appropriate action

Trying to create a 
compassionate culture 

whereby seeking or providing 
help to alleviate a sufferer’s 

pain is not just acceptable but 
is seen as the norm –

encouraging close 
relationships and 

compassionate responses

Attending – paying 
attention to the other and 

noticing



…people 
professionals 

care for...

...line 
managers, 

who care for...

...employees, 
who care for...

...customers, 
clients, 

service users 
who...

...are the 
purpose of the 
organisation...

Compassion and 
care, including self-

compassion and 
self-care



Case study
Cheryl Samuels, Head of People Strategy

Health & Wellbeing of the NHS Workforce

NHS England & NHS Improvement

@Chezzy319 



Three phases of support for staff during COVID-19

R
RecoverPrepare

P A
Active

Anticipating peak of demand Demands reach peak Through the peak

What will be 

happening?

• Worrying about own and 

family safety

• Fear about the demand to 

come

• Worry about what I/we will 

be asked to do

• Will I be enough? Will I be 

OK? 

• Who has my back?

• Intense and consuming periods of 

work

• Limited attention to own self and 

needs

• Guilt, remorse, worry about own 

performance and expectations of 

others e.g. families, colleagues, 

media

• Thrive and growth – I got through this 

– every moments counts

• Morale injury – I have had to make 

tough decisions had negative impacts 

and were beyond my control

• Survivor guilt – I made it through –

why me and not them

• What & how have I just been through

• What if this happens again

Sources: Major incident Clinical Expertise and associated 

Literature. Specialist Task Force and Clinical Advisors. 

@sonyawallbank



#Caring4NHSPeople
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and support 

offer
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physical and 
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support apps & 

microsite 

information hub

Investment & 

upskill of OH 
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services

Priority access to 

critical physical & 

mental health services



1

5Unmind

Headspace

Sleepio

Daylight

Free access to 

Mental Health Apps:

2
For all NHS Staff –

call 0300 131 700

07:00-23:00

34
Silvercloud

Information, and access 

to group and 1-1 

support direct to your 

phone, laptop or PC

Website and App 

TEXT 

Ways to access support during COVID-19 

Helpline

Send the text  

‘FRONTLINE’ to 

85258 to start a 

conversation

Mental Health Modules for 

Stress, Resillience, Sleep 

and Anxiety. 

Use the code NHS2020

https://nhs.unmind.com/signup
https://www.headspace.com/nhs
https://onboarding.sleepio.com/sleepio/nhs-staff/77
https://onboarding.trydaylight.com/daylight/nhs-staff/100#1/1


Coming 

next:

NHS Staff Health and Wellbeing 

support COVID-19

1999

20:00-22:00 

peak hours

<
>

96,000

Visitors

129,394

Page 

visits

• Listening services both 

formal and informal vary in 

their take up 

• There is a rush to jump in 

with psychological 

interventions when distress 

is observed

• Loneliness, hopelessness 

and negative thoughts 

about life have increased 

each week

• Those who are shielding 

and supporting from 

behind the front line are 

experiencing guilt and 

frustration

Faith Leaders – how 

we involve our local 

and national faith 

leaders to grow and 

amplify the support 

they are delivering

Supporting your 

teams to recover 

with the – How am I 

and How are you 

package

Priority mental 

health pathways 

established – KCL 

how am I tool

Citizens Advice pilot 

in South East results

Fillipino counselling 

service goes live

16 mins

People.nhs.uk website

• Most download content: 

How to support staff 

during Ramadan

• ABC of resilience

• 10 minute pause space

925

108,697

8300

What we learning?

How will we know if 

it is making a 

difference?

• Process measures in 

place so we can judge 

activity and themes

• Working with AHSN’s on 

a ‘so what’ evaluation 



\

E
Engage

HWB Recovery plan for staff – COVID-19

R
Rapid

• Intervention at the 

right time with 

priority access to 

specialist pathways

• Access to financial, 

relational, physical 

and psychosocial 

support

• Return in a way 

suited to the 

individual

A
Assist

• The impact of 

aftershocks for the 

system, organisation, 

team and individuals

• Chances to process 

what happened and the 

decisions we made 

• The helpline, text line 

and specialist support 

to continue

C
Create

• Opportunities for local 

listening via groups, 

leadership circles and 

anonymous feedback

• Data driven decisions 

via easy app based 

system

• EAP, OH & helpline data 

assessment reviews

• Understanding of 

vulnerable groups

• Compassionate 
and inclusive 
leadership

• Understand what 
is working and 
what else needs to 
be done

• Focus on team 
functioning and 
working well 
together

@sonyawallbank



#Caring4NHSPeople

Any Questions

“COVID-19 has taught us so much, and recovery will 
require NHS leaders to be more dynamic and create, 
compassionate, civil and respectful workplaces.”

Cheryl Samuels 

Head of People Strategy

Health & Wellbeing of the NHS Workforce
NHS England & NHS Improvement

@Chezzy319 



Questions

Please use the Q&A function to submit your questions

Please submit your questions for:

• Ben Willmott, Head of Public Policy, CIPD

• Emma Donaldson-Feilder, Director, 
Affinity Coaching and Supervision

• Cheryl Samuels, Head of People Strategy, 
NHS Improvement
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*New* Well-being Resources

• The resource provides:
• Legal information 

• Debt and financial information

• Manager consultancy and support

• Information on work and home issues

• Factsheets, advice, information and self-help 
tools

• Links to specialist support organisations

• A resources area with; programmes, videos, 
webinars, medical information and mini health 
checks.

• We’ve partnered with Health Assured to support 
members mental health and well-being

• Unlimited free 24/7 confidential telephone helpline, 
online portal & Health e-Hub app



Further information

NEW well-being helpline for CIPD members

cipd.co.uk/coronavirus

CIPD COVID-19 workforce planner

CIPD community

Gov.uk/coronavirus

https://www.cipd.co.uk/membership/benefits/wellbeing-helpline-services
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/strategy/organisational-development/covid-19-workforce-planner
https://www.cipd.co.uk/community
https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus

