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Makers of Thrive: Mental Wellbeing

GUIDE TO MANAGING 
MENTAL HEALTH

LINE MANAGER'S



MANAGING MENTAL 
HEALTH IN THE WORKPLACE

The current prevalence of mental health in the UK identifies that on average, 30% of the
workforce have been formally diagnosed with a mental health condition at some point in
their lifetime. The most common are depression, anxiety and work-related stress. 

As a manager it's important you're aware of how work, among other factors, can impact your
employees' mental health.  

D I D  Y O U  K N O W ?

44% 11%24%39%
of employees feel
comfortable talking to
their line manager
about their own
mental health. 

It's important to
understand that
prioritising wellbeing will
impact team
performance and morale

of managers have
received mental
health training in the
UK.

As a manager, you
should be proactively
improving your skills to
support both your
team, and yourself

of employees report
that their mental health
is affected by their
financial situation.

Including financial
wellbeing as a topic in
team meetings or 1-2-1's
can help employees open
up and get support

of employees have
cited work as a
contributing factor to
poor mental health in
the last year.

Understanding the
impact work can have
on mental health is
paramount for
promoting wellbeing.

A B O U T  T H I S  G U I D E

Source: Business in the Community (2019). Mental Health at Work 2019 Summary Report - Time to Take Ownership

The purpose of this guide is to equip you with the basic skills that will enable you to:

Understand the impact of good and bad line management on employee wellbeing and
productivity

Know how to spot the signs of potential mental health issues 

Understand your role in signposting and supporting (reasonable adjustments, return to work,
the power of praise, looking after yourself

Realise the connection between physical and mental health

How to start the conversation 

How to support yourself 
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THE POWER OF 1-2-1'S
The impact of line manager support is extremely powerful when it comes to the promotion of
employee wellbeing, productivity and the prevention of mental health conditions.

This section will cover the power of 1-2-1's and how, as a manager, you can utilise them to manage
employee mental wellbeing. 

Regular 1-2-1's are management best practice and should be part of your routine.

W H A T  S H O U L D  Y O U  C O V E R  I N  A  1 - 2 - 1 ?

P R O G R E S S

A U T O N O M Y

M A S T E R Y

M E A N I N G

Do they feel they're making progress?
Are there good feedback systems in place?
Do they know what is expected of them?
Do they have the right resources to deliver?

Do they have enough support from management?
Do they feel too scrutinised?
Do they feel they can make decisions about how to tackle their work?

Are they learning?
Do they have a personal development plan?
Do they have the resources to train?
Are they able to use all their skills fully?

Do they feel what they do matters?
Do they feel that the company does something important?
Do they feel a connection with the company and other employees?
Is there a shared sense of mission?

Work plays a significant role in giving us a sense of purpose and identity. Disengaging, unchallenging
and meaningless work can negatively impact employee mental wellbeing. When you conduct your 1-2-
1, you should aim to build the conversation around establishing the following components. 

C A S E
D I S C U S S I O N S :

M U T U A L
F E E D B A C K :

O U T S I D E  O F
W O R K :

Establishing routine 1-2-1's is also a great way of developing a consistent working relationship with
your team, and should also be used as an opportunity to discuss topics that may relate to their mental
wellbeing and life outside of work. 

H E A L T H  -  A L L
H E A L T H :

Allow employees to be open in giving you feedback as a manager and this will
establish a level of mutual respect. 

Troubleshooting difficult scenarios, offering support for current issues and
mentorship.

Talk mutually about any stressors outside of work that may be having a daily
impact, such as financial worries, problems with sleep or family disturbances.

Brain health is as important and any other organ. Make it routine to talk about
mental as well as physical health and raise any concerns. This should be mutual.

 



KNOW HOW TO SPOT 
THE SIGNS

Mental health exists on a continuum ranging from good to poor. Our state of mental health is
sensitive to influence by many factors including our brain, our experiences, our genetics and
our social environment.

It’s important to remember that it’s not up to the manager to determine whether someone has
or hasn’t got a mental health condition or what the diagnosis might be. As a manager, your job
is to be in tune with your team, know the support options available to them and to recognise if
any of your employees display signs or symptoms that might indicate underlying mental health
issues. 

You may want to hold a team-building session focusing on mental health. Use this time to have
an open discussion as a team about different early signs that may indicate they're struggling,
letting them know that we all experience times when our mental health isn't as good.

S I G N S  V E R S U S  S Y M P T O M S

Whilst no two people are the same, you should be aware of any noticeable changes displayed by your
team members. Changes that can indicate someone is struggling may include:

Poor concentration
Being easily distracted
Worrying more
Finding it hard to make decisions
Feeling less interested in day-to-day activities
Low mood
Feeling overwhelmed by things
Tearfulness
Tiredness and lack of energy
Sleeping more or less 
Talking less and avoiding social activities
Finding it difficult to control your emotions 
Drinking more
Irritability and short temper or aggression
Talking more or talking very fast, jumping between topics and ideas

S P O T T I N G  T H E  S I G N S

A SIGN is something you observe. For
example, someone may become
distressed, angry or socially withdrawn.

A SYMPTOM is something a person
describes experiencing, for example
“I’ve been feeling down”.



PREPARING FOR 
THE CONVERSATION

 

Many of us find it hard to ask for help or open up about our mental health. More importantly, we don't
always recognise we're struggling until someone asks us if everything is OK. Initiating the first
conversation is often the hardest part of both seeking help and establishing whether it’s needed. It can
be daunting, and common worries are:
 
“Will I make it worse?”
“Should I bring it up?”
 
The simple answer, is no. The important thing to understand is not if you should have the
conversation, but how you will approach it. This section will give you advice on how to prepare for,
approach and conduct a conversation about mental health.

1 .  A s s u m e  t h e y  h a v e  a l r e a d y  a g r e e d  t o  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n .  
Don’t make it too awkward or formal and don’t simply ask if they want to talk. For example, you
might say “I’ve noticed you’ve been a bit stressed recently, let’s go for a chat”. If they don’t want to,
they will say. 

2 .  A c t  n o r m a l .
For example, if you normally write notes in one-to-ones or catch ups, continue this. However, if you
don’t tend to write anything down during meetings don’t start just for this conversation. It is crucial
that you pay attention. Listen carefully and if you don’t take notes, ensure you thoroughly log your
conversation and what was said immediately after. 

3 .  P r e p a r e  a n d  s e t  a n  a g e n d a .  
Know what you want to ask and ensure you know what support options are available to your
employees so that you’re not scrambling for information at the time. It’s perfectly fine to deviate
from your questions, for example you might want to probe further into something the person has
said. 

4 .  M a k e  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  a p p r o p r i a t e .  
Ensure you’ve got a suitable place to talk in private, undisturbed.
This might be in a meeting room that you’ve booked especially, or
off site if this is appropriate. Sit in a way that is open and not
intimidating. For example, if you hold the meeting in your office
don’t sit behind your desk as this can create a ‘power’ dynamic.  
  

5 .  C l e a r  a n d  c o m f o r t a b l e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  
If you have existing rapport with the person use your 
normal way of talking. This will help them feel more at ease. If your relationship is more formal then
clearly state the nature of the discussion, expressing that you are concerned about them and want to
help. Tell them what to expect and actively check in, for example “Is that OK?”



 

MENTAL HEALTH: 
BEYOND THE DIAGNOSIS

At this point, you should feel comfortable enough to recognise if one of your team could be struggling
and prepare appropriately to have a conversation with them about it. Remember that preparation is not
following a script and it's ok to deviate slightly from your intended line of questioning based on what
they tell you. 

We will now consider some important elements you should be taking note of when you conduct the
mental health conversation. These will be useful in guiding your line of appropriate questionning. 

Understanding the history of the individual's symptoms is crucial when establishing potential risk and
an appropriate course of action. Questions you may want to answer are:

A S S E S S I N G  M E N T A L  S T A T E S

B E H A V I O U R

S P E E C H

A F F E C T

M O O D

T H O U G H T S

P E R C E P T I O N S

C O G N I T I O N

I N S I G H T

being dishevelled or wearing significantly more make-up than usual

social withdrawal or acting impulsively 

incoherent or unusually fast, slow or toneless speech

a visible change in displayed emotion that might not be contextually appropriate

a sustained change in mood

abnormalities with the content (the thought itself) or form (how it's told)

how stimuli is perceived by the senses, for example someone may say they've been
hearing voices

changes in ability to perform tasks, memory, problem-solving, timekeeping etc.

is the person aware of these signs? Do they acknowledge they may need support?

A P P E A R A N C E

F O C U S E D  H I S T O R Y

There are also things you may want to take notice of during your conversation with an individual, or
through observation, which could indicate a cause for concern. Here, you should be establishing
whether there is a change from the norm (for that person). For example:

What happened to make it better or worse?
Has this happened before? 
What happened last time?
Is there anything I've missed?

What are they experiencing now?
When did their symptoms start?
What symptoms presented first?
Have they got better or worse since the start?



ASSESSING RISK

It is important to establish the level of risk your employee may pose to both themselves and others as
this will inform your judgement of what to do next. 

Remember, a ‘risk’ isn’t always direct. For example, if they tell you that they’ve thought of harming
themselves you can comfortably establish that they are a direct risk to themselves. However, you
may also notice that they’ve become less aware of their surroundings or lost interest in things. This
has the potential to be an indirect risk. For example, lack of awareness when crossing the road or
undertaking a safety critical job indirectly increases the risk of a bad outcome. 
 
Risks aren’t always obvious, so it’s important you try to establish patterns of changes in behaviour or
get the person to describe a history of events, feelings or behaviours. 

Have you hurt yourself before within the past year? 
How have you hurt yourself? 
Do you live alone? 
Do you have anyone you can turn to for help?
Are you having treatment for a mental health condition? (if they are note if they are in touch
with services, if they are on medication and if they take medication regularly)
Do you drink alcohol / use drugs?
Do you have the means to hurt yourself? (knives, medications, weapons)
Has anyone in your family ever tried to hurt themselves? (self-harm, suicide in family)
If you were to hurt yourself, how would you do it? (explore if they have a clear plan, means,
intention, and whether they have completed any steps towards their plan)
Are you separated, widowed or divorced?
Do you think it’s possible for you to feel better? (hopelessness)
Do you have any health problems? (chronic disease or pain)

A S K I N G  P O W E R F U L  Q U E S T I O N S
Powerful questions are not always the easiest to ask, and you may feel like you are 'overstepping'.
However, these are crucial in establishing a reliable risk assessment. Here's some example questions you
may want to ask:

These questions are designed to establish protective factors (e.g. level of social support) that may
positively influence an individuals' situation, perpetuating factors (e.g. drug or alcohol abuse) that

can enhance or worsen symptoms, precipitating factors (e.g. a divorce or bereavement) which
establishes if there may be a particular trigger and, finally, intent to harm oneself or others. 



07

OUTCOMES OF 
THE DISCUSSION

By this point, you should have gained a deeper understanding of the circumstances surrounding an
individual's mental state and whether they may benefit from further support. To make things more
simple, aim to establish whether your employee is high, moderate or low risk. We'll explore this
concept further and how you should look to respond in each circumstance.

It is important you know what support options are available to your team and how to access them.

HIGH RISK
Take immediate action

Do you need to call an ambulance?
Do you need to take them to A&E?
Do you need to help them get an appointment now?
Do they have an emergency contact?

The employee requires immediate intervention.

MODERATE RISK
Support to seek help

Discuss sources of support; internal and external
Agree on specific actions and dates
Discuss sick leave or adjusted working
Involve HR if appropriate
Involve Occupational Health if appropriate

There is no immediate risk but the employee is unwell and
requires further support to prevent the condition worsening.

LOW RISK
Formulate a joint plan

Encourage help-seeking
Agree on follow up: establish dates and actions
Offer support available (e.g. EAP)
Offer adaptations such as flexi-time, working from home,
adjustments to work load
Discuss stressors and how to tackle them; be collaborative

Early intervention to prevent symptoms becoming more serious.
The employee is likely able to cope and continue work with
support. 
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Based upon CBT, the app is
packed full of games,

guides, sessions and more to
prevent dysfunction, stress

and mental
health conditions.

Using the same tools
approved and used by the
NHS - The Thrive app can

screen for and detect mental
health conditions.

The CBT programme,
clinically effective content

along with the ability to seek
further support will help the

user manage stress and
mental health conditions.

HOW TO GET ACCESS

Thrive: Mental Wellbeing is an NHS-approved mental health app which is grounded in years of
clinical research and evidence. As part of your organisation's commitment to improving employee
wellbeing, you should be talking to your employees about using Thrive to build their resilience to

stress, manage existing conditions such as anxiety or depression and to seek further support should
they need it. 

 
Thrive uses screening measures that are used in clinical practice today and can identify if a user may

be showing signs of anxiety or depression. Based on the outcome, the employee will be
recommended personal activities and goals which will promote prevention, self-management or help-

seeking. 

You can use Thrive to signpost your employees to both internal and external support services, as well
as empowering them to learn effective techniques for stress-management, anxiety and low mood.

If they feel comfortable doing so, the employee may want to share their in-app progress with you. This
will be a great way to look back at how they've been feeling and talk about specific situations that may

have caused them to feel a certain way. 

Download the Thrive: Mental Wellbeing app from your Apple or Android app store
 

Sign up using an email and password of your choice and your access code. Then
follow the steps to confirm your account.

Return back to the app, login and get started!


