“Good work is good for mental health”: A critical discussion of the evidence and frameworks in place to support and promote individuals’ mental health and wellbeing within the workplace
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It is well-established that there is a strong and often complex link between work and mental health (McDowell & Fossey, 2015; Secker & Membrey, 2003). When it comes to mental ill health, work can be a precipitating, perpetuating or protective factor, sometimes even acting as all three (Dunn et al., 2008; Hanisch et al., 2016; Hassard et al., 2011). It is estimated that around 15% of workers have an existing mental health condition (Stevenson & Farmer, 2017). The most common mental health conditions affecting workers are stress, anxiety and depression (Health and Safety Executive [HSE], 2020; Joyce et al., 2016). The 2020 Labour Force Survey (HSE, 2020) found that approximately 828,000 workers suffered from work-related stress, depression or anxiety in 2019-2020 adding up to an estimated 17.9 million working days lost. According to an independent review by Stevenson and Farmer (2017), rates of stress, anxiety and depression within the public sector, including amongst the 1.52 million people working in education, are particularly high. Whilst research by the Institute of Education (IOE) and the National Institute of Economic and Social Research (NIESR) found that compared to other workplaces school staff receive greater work satisfaction and fulfilment (Garland et al., 2018), the Stevenson/Farmer Review found that 75% of school staff also reported suffering from work-related stress in the previous two years. Also, despite job satisfaction being higher amongst education staff, the IOE and the NIESR reported that almost one-fifth of school staff report that their work has no positive effects on their mental health and wellbeing. According to Stevenson and Farmer, the cost of these trends is between £1697-£1817 per employee. From a government and public health perspective, these statistics are a serious cause for concern, not least because these numbers are on the rise (HSE, 2020). For these reasons, it is necessary for government and schools to proactively consider steps they can take to address this major public health issue (Joyce et al., 2016; Leka & Nicholson, 2019).
The purpose of this essay is to critically consider the empirical evidence and relevant frameworks which exist to support and promote mental health and wellbeing within the workplace. Whilst this issue is pertinent to all sectors, this essay will focus on the education sector which experiences higher than average instances of stress and other mental health challenges (Stevenson & Farmer, 2017).
Employers have a legal responsibility to care for the mental health and wellbeing of their employees. The Equality Act 2010 protects the rights of those with mental health disabilities to work as well as to receive appropriate support to enable them to do their job (Mind, 2019). The Mental Health Act 2007, a revision of the original Mental Health Act 1983, is another key piece of legislation regarding mental health and outlines a number of important rights and protections for those with mental health conditions (Welsh Government, 2016). In Wales there are additional guidelines including the Mental Health (Wales) Measure 2010 and the Together for Mental Health strategy which aim to promote mental health within Wales and improve support for those with mental health issues by reducing stigma, utilising care and treatment plans and encouraging a more collaborative relationship between service users and providers (Mental Health Wales, n.d.; Mental Health Wales, n.d.). These measures apply directly to both places of work and education, putting a significant responsibility on schools and local authorities in relation to schools as places of employment.
The Health and Safety Executive has published a set of Management Standards for dealing with occupational stress which identify six key areas for employers to address (HSE, n.d.). These areas are demands, control, support, relationships, role and change. To assist in the implementation of these standards, they have published a step-by-step workbook which can be a useful tool for employers in creating a positive environment for workers’ mental wellbeing, but also in helping them to support individual employees with mental health challenges (HSE, 2017). Take for example a case of a school pastoral worker returning to work after a period of absence following a diagnosis of major depressive disorder. Under the Equality Act 2010 (Mind, 2019) and the Welsh Government’s Employability Plan (2018), the school has a  duty to support the individual back into the workplace and to make reasonable adjustments to enable them to continue to do their job. Therefore, the school should make every effort to fulfil its legal obligations and to follow best practice measures such as the HSE Management Standards (2020) to facilitate a smooth transition back to work for the individual. Following the advice of the Management Standards, this could include such measures as a phased return, reduced working hours, a smaller or shared caseload and considering where best in the school to base the worker to be able to control unexpected demands (McDowell & Fossey, 2015; Secker & Membrey, 2003). 
One of the key management areas identified as having the potential to positively impact wellbeing and job satisfaction is the issue of control over an employee’s own responsibilities and workload (HSE, 2020; Joyce et al., 2016). In a study on the impact of job design on worker wellbeing (Böckerman et al., 2020), it was found that job control had an uplifting effect on wellbeing and was negatively associated with job stress. Similarly, a systematic meta-review by Joyce et al. (2016) found that evidence supported greater employee autonomy/control as a mitigator of job-related stress and a promoter of wellbeing in the workplace. Conversely, a perceived lack of control can lead to frustration and poor wellbeing (Department for Education, 2019a). In his well-known job demand-control model of occupational stress, Karasek (1979) hypothesised a link between the number and nature of demands versus the amount of control an individual has over their work, suggesting that high demands but low control can lead to high strain. Therefore in the case of the pastoral worker returning to school, an important element in a smooth and successful return would involve the employee being able to voice their feelings and be involved in the construction of an appropriate plan. This is also in line with the guiding principles of the Mental Health (Wales) Measure 2010 which calls for individuals to “be involved in the planning, development and delivery of care and treatment” (Welsh Government, 2012, p. 6).
Another major point included in the Management Standards (HSE, 2020) and prominently featured in the wider occupational stress literature is the necessity of support (Department for Education, 2019a; Department for Education, 2019b; Garland et al., 2018; McDowell & Fossey, 2015; Singh et al., 2020; Turgoose & Maddox, 2017). This factor has become so well-recognised that it was subsequently incorporated into the Karasek model (Karasek & Theorell, 1990). Support for education staff is stated as coming in many different forms, through colleagues, parents, students, line managers and senior leadership, professional interventions such as counselling or CBT and additional training opportunities (Anna Freud National Centre for Children & Families, n.d.; Department for Education, 2019a). However, in spite of so many potential supportive opportunities, a report by the Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families (AFNCCF) found that 11% of school staff said that they would not speak to anyone about work-related stress, including friends and family (Garland et al., 2018). Additionally only 32% said they would speak to their line manager and 19% would speak to someone in senior leadership. 
The impact of workplace support was a main focus in a systematic review conducted by Singh et al. (2020) in relation to the minimisation of compassion fatigue, a work-induced condition strongly related to and often preceding stress, burnout and depression (Stamm, 2010). Their study found the support of colleagues, leaders and the organisation itself had significant positive effects on reducing the stress associated with poor wellbeing and other mental health conditions. Whilst the less formal peer support of colleagues has been found to be of great value (Böckerman et al., 2020; Singh et al., 2020), it is the support of line managers and others in leadership which seems to possess a particular mitigating benefit (Department for Education, 2019a; Garland et al., 2018). This would be a key action area in the previously discussed case of the pastoral worker. Regular supervision sessions would be vital. According to the AFNCCF report (Garland et al., 2018), staff would appreciate more opportunities for supervision to discuss issues relating to work including wellbeing. This was identified as a particular need for pastoral staff and backed up by their statistic that 39% of school staff claimed that one of the major sources of stress was pastoral concerns relating to pupils. In the scenario discussed, the school has a particular responsibility in this area to support the continued recovery from and management of the pastoral worker’s own mental health condition by making regular, purposeful supervision a priority. 
Additionally, in this case, under the Education Act 2002 (HM Government, 2018), the school has a duty of care to safeguard its students and ensure that all provisions promote their wellbeing. This critical consideration would need to be discussed with the returning pastoral worker for the school to assess how best to manage their responsibilities to both parties and to ensure that neither the staff member nor any students were put in a vulnerable situation. 
The Management Standards can also be applied on a larger scale in the case of a school with a number of teachers off on long-term sick or requiring sporadic sick days as a result of stress and burnout. In such cases, there may be no official mental health diagnosis, however, as a good and responsible employer, the school has a duty to take action to support these individuals and to assess the overall workplace design to determine what is causing so much stress and how this can be minimised to support those already experiencing stress and burnout and to avoid other teachers also becoming ill. As stated in the AFNCCF report, when asked which single initiative would improve mental wellbeing at work, 58% of participating school staff said a reduction in workload (Garland et al., 2018). As previously mentioned, both guidance and empirical evidence recommend the benefits of support and a greater sense of autonomy for staff in how they do their work (HSE, 2020; Joyce et al., 2016). Utilising such tools is a step on the road to creating a more manageable workload and helping school staff to feel more empowered in their place of work. With the Management Standards as a framework, the HSE created a talking toolkit specifically for the education sector which is designed to give staff an opportunity to discuss how they feel about their work (HSE, 2018). Such tools provide valuable support to employers themselves as research suggests that managers and even senior leadership often lack the knowledge and understanding of mental health issues to be able to confidently and appropriately support staff dealing with these issues (Leka & Nicholson, 2019; McDowell & Fossey, 2015; Stevenson & Farmer, 2017). Therefore an additional strategy recommended by experts is specific management training in mental health and wellbeing to fill this gap and to give employers confidence that they can offer appropriate and beneficial support (Department for Education, 2019a; Garland et al., 2018).
As well as the legal responsibilities to support those experiencing mental ill health, there is a growing expectation on employers to actively promote wellbeing and a culture of positive mental health in the work environment. The work of Aaron Antonovsky on salutogenesis proposes shifting the focus from what makes people ill to what makes them healthy and proposes that workplace strategies should focus on such efforts (Jenny et al., 2017). To meet this aim it was his belief that work needed to be comprehensible, manageable and meaningful (Antonovsky, 1987). His ideas have been further linked to Demerouti’s Job Demands-Resources model of occupational stress which promotes the use of job resources as a means of counteracting job demands (Demerouti et al., 2001). Using this model, salutogenic researchers have suggested that job resources, which are seen as the positive aspects that enable the achievement of work goals, are more stable and enduring than job demands or stressors, which they claim can often be transitory (Jenny et al., 2017). Therefore the investment into strengthening job resources rather than trying to eliminate job demands could be more sustainable and give a better return. 
Research is beginning to show this idea of investment into mental health promotion rather than just treatment can provide a good return. The Stevenson/Farmer Review (2017) reported an average return of £4.20 for every £1 spent. A review by McDowell and Fossey (2015) reported that of the considered workplace accommodations, the vast majority incurred no direct cost with one study reporting that of the included 322 accommodations only one had any direct costs associated. Given that schools are generally funded through public finances, the incentive on local authorities as employers is certainly a strong one to investigate and implement ways of promoting the mental health and wellbeing of school staff. Organisations such as the AFNCCF, Mental Health at Work, Mind, Mentally Healthy Schools and the Health and Safety Executive are working to contribute to the growing body of literature and resources to enable schools to create cultures which facilitate and nurture staff wellbeing. For example, there is promising evidence on the use of mindfulness training in workplaces with one study finding that a short online mindfulness intervention was effective in not only reducing stress but also increasing staff resilience which had a knock-on positive impact on wellbeing (Aikens et al., 2014). The use of green spaces is also currently attracting a lot of interest in promoting workplace wellbeing. Whilst on a school premises it may not always be possible to have designated staff green space, the research suggests that even exposure to indoor plants and greenery can have a significant uplifting effect on wellbeing and mental health (Lottrup et al., 2013; McFarland, 2017). Therefore increasing the presence of plants in classrooms could be a simple and affordable way to incorporate these benefits into school life.
The Stevenson/Farmer Review (2017) has suggested six mental health core standards for employers to implement to promote mental health on an organisational level. These standards are to produce, implement and communicate a mental health at work plan; to develop mental health awareness among employees; to encourage open conversations about mental health and the support available when employees are struggling; to provide employees with good working conditions and ensure they have a healthy work life balance and opportunities for development; to promote effective people management through line managers and supervisors; to routinely monitor employee mental health and wellbeing. They also included four additional enhanced standards to increase transparency and accountability through internal and external reporting, demonstrate accountability, improve the disclosure process and ensure provision of tailored in-house mental health support and signposting to clinical help. These practical recommendations provide an excellent framework for schools in creating a culture which promotes mental health and values the wellbeing of staff.
As with most strategic plans, there is not a one-size-fits-all approach or a single tool which can meet every need. Therefore, a multimodal approach incorporating a variety of individual-focussed and organisational strategies will have far better, wider and longer-lasting effects (Department for Education, 2019a; Hassard et al., 2011; Joyce et al., 2016).
Given the major role work plays in people’s lives, it is no surprise that research points to the significant impact work and workplaces can have on a person’s mental health and wellbeing. Whilst there will always be demands and challenges, research shows that with the right environment, culture, resources and support the potential for a positive impact through work can outweigh the negative side effects. It is clear that employers have a vital role to play in creating a healthy and life-giving workplace and supporting individuals in both good and challenging situations. This essay has sought to explore some of the legal and ethical issues regarding mental health faced by staff and employers in the education sector and to consider and evaluate some of the interventions that exist to make work a positive experience. In conclusion, though there may be challenges to overcome, there are ways forward to build a society where “good work is good for mental health” (Stevenson & Farmer, 2017).
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