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Coronavirus has taken a significant toll on people’s wellbeing. It seems that 
each week, new statistics are emerging that highlight the extent of the nation’s 
‘mental health crisis’. 

With work a major cause of stress – particularly now, with the upheaval and 
uncertainty caused by the pandemic – employers are naturally concerned 
about the strain all of this is having on their staff, and keen to find ways to 
support them until some semblance of normality returns.

Ellis Whittam’s HR Consultancy Manager, Adele Blinkhorn, and Head of People 
Engagement, Sue Willcock, share best-practice tips in regard to employee 
wellbeing and explore the practical ways organisations can assist employees, 
managers and each other. 

First, let’s start with the ‘why?’ 

You probably already know the headline statistic: one in four of us are likely to experience mental health problems each 
year. 

In fact, according to the HSE, stress, depression and anxiety is the number one cause of occupational ill health 
and has been since 2016/17, resulting in 17.9 million days lost in 2019/20. It is estimated that the total annual cost 
of mental health problems at work is almost £35 billion, while presenteeism is said to cost the UK economy over 15 
billion each year. 

These statistics don’t account for the spikes we are likely to see during situations like a pandemic, and the Centre for 
Mental Health has recently reported that nearly one-fifth of the population will need mental health support as a 
direct consequence of COVID-19. In October 2020, the World Health Organisation reported that COVID-19 “has 
disrupted or halted critical mental health services in 93% of countries worldwide while the demand for mental health is 
increasing”.

Such alarming figures help to put the importance of mental health and wellbeing into perspective and show that it is very 
much a business issue.

So, what can employers do? 





Our 10 Ways to Wellbeing

Step 1: Get the base right
 
Start by asking yourself the following questions…

 K Do people feel safe? If they can work from home, then the answer is 
probably yes. If not, then given the rising case numbers, the answer may be 
no. Have you conducted risk assessments and, where possible, removed 
or reduced any risks? Have you communicated this to employees? Do 
people have the PPE they need to work safely? All of these things will 
contribute towards reassuring employees, reducing stressful situations and 
demonstrating genuine concern for their wellbeing.

 K Do they have the right equipment? We can all do without certain things 
in the short-term. However, as homeworking continues, the right chair, 
desk, phone and equipment becomes increasingly important. People may 
have been happy to work off a laptop for the first few weeks, but a full-size 
keyboard and mouse is likely to be much more efficient. Discomfort and 
feeling restricted by technology can be a cause of stress, so find out what 
people need to work effectively.

 K Are you doing the right thing? Resist temptation to force employees back into the workplace prematurely just so 
that you can keep an eye on them. People’s personal circumstances will vary; one employee may live alone without 
the benefit of a ‘bubble’, so working from the office may be their only form of social interaction; another may live with 
elderly parents who are shielding, so the thought of being forced back into the office would be their worst nightmare. 
As far as possible, consider what works for each person and be creative with your solutions.  

 K Do you have the right policies in place? Once you have made a decision on a particular approach, document it 
and share it with everyone. For example, you may take a view on visiting client sites or allowing external visitors. In 
addition, while not every employer will have a wellbeing policy in place, this is something to consider. Information 
and clear direction can be comforting, so share these documents with employees so that everyone understands 
your procedures and the support available to them.

Step 2: Communicate, communicate, communicate
 

 K Ensure everyone has clear lines of communication.
 K Instead of ‘Are you okay?’, ask ‘How are you?’
 K Remember that employees are generally happy to go to their line manager 

with work queries, but wellbeing may be different – consider assigning 
‘buddies’ (a peer or friend to whom they can vent their frustrations and 
speak openly, and who can feed back if things look more serious).

In addition:

 K For more serious issues, you may have access to an Employee Assistance 
Programme (EAP), wellbeing champions or mental health first aiders that 
can offer support.

 K Consider who is best placed to deal with these types of issues in your 
organisation.

 K Give reassurance when you can, and act fast when there’s uncertainty, such 
as around government announcements. Be clear with your communication, 
even if it’s just a holding message.

 K Remember, people like routine, especially during times of change. Consider setting up regular communications, 
such as morning catch-ups, end of the day round-ups or Friday updates. These help everyone feel informed.

 K Share good news stories (business related or otherwise) as a break from COVID updates and to give a sense of 
normality.

 K Create a feedback mechanism: surveys, informal chats, check-in surveys. These are simple to se up and can help 
you to understand the general mood, as well as provide ideas for future initiatives.
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Step 3: Use what you’ve got
 
Review what you have already that might help your colleagues. This might include:

 K Existing benefits such as healthcare, EAP or counselling service;
 K Things you may be able to access via any existing memberships (professional bodies often have Wellbeing 

Support);
 K People in your organisation with hidden talents or passions that might help you support others (within the realms 

of confidentiality, you may have people who would be willing to run events or support others in wellbeing activities);
 K Access to talking treatments, creative therapies or alternative therapies (this can be anything from counselling 

and CBT to music, painting, meditation and yoga – a lot of which is available online); and/or
 K Any other free resources you can access – have a look at what’s available in your area.

Step 4: Support for support

It’s a good idea to appoint ‘supporters’ – this may be a line manager, buddy, colleague, mental health champion or 
mental health first aider, to name a few. What’s important is that they are the right person for the job – not all line 
managers make for good listeners!

Their role isn’t to fix things or offer advice (unless it is within their power to do so); it is to listen, understand, empathise 
and sign-post or escalate if need be. 

If these ‘supporters’ are dealing with mental health problems for a number of individuals, it is likely that they too will need 
an outlet. This could include an advice line where they can talk directly to a mental health professional, counselling or 
just someone to tell if things aren’t going well.

You will need to check in regularly with your ‘supporters’ to ensure they feel supported and that they are not being 
affected in a negative way.

Their support should be confidential. Guidelines need to be drawn so that these individuals understand at what point 
they should involve a mental health expert or escalate the problem within the organisation.

To move forward or overcome a mental health issue, an individual will need to be ‘ready’ for change – so the role of the 
supporter is to respect where the individual is in the cycle – nudge, don’t push.
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Step 5: Start the conversation
 
If you suspect someone may be struggling, have an open, honest and practical conversation. Do:

 K Listen to understand. Ask how their mental health impacts their work and what adjustments can be made to help 
them.

 K Focus on the person, not the problem (don’t assume that any issue will affect performance).
 K Be aware of your questioning style and adapt to fit the situation. Think about OARS: open questions, affirmations, 

reflective listening, summarising.
 K Ask the individual what they need – they are often the best experts of managing their condition. 
 K Focus on what the person can do, not what they can’t. 
 K Tailor adjustments to the specific needs and abilities of the individual – be creative.
 K Be flexible, as some mental health conditions can be episodic. It may be more helpful to agree adjustments that can 

be implemented as and when required and revoked when not.
 K Agree the adjustments which are appropriate for the organisation and the individual. 
 K Be realistic about what you can offer. If you’re unsure, consult your manager, HR department, Occupational Health 

and/or your legal adviser. The Acas helpline may also be able to offer you guidance. 
 K Regularly review the adjustments to ensure they are working and are still appropriate.
 K With the permission of the individual, communicate the adjustments to other team members to alleviate perceptions 

of favourable treatment. 
 K Consider the wider organisational context in which the adjustments are being made and whether or not they can be 

offered to all staff. 
 K Always take advice if you’re not sure what to do. 

Don’t:

 J Give advice unless you’re qualified to do so.
 J Sympathise, as it may not be appropriate to do so.
 J Disclose the person’s issues to anyone who doesn’t need to know.
 J Feel guilty if the issue is work-related – instead, try to establish the cause and attempt to rectify it.

In the following sections, Steps 6 to 10, we share some of the things we’ve done here at Ellis Whittam, which 
you may be able to adopt within your organisation.

Step 6: Consider the ‘5 Ways to Wellbeing’
 
Now you have a good overview of the things you can do, let’s look at the framework you can use to bring some of your 
specific initiatives to life.  

Not all of them will translate into every workplace – as this will depend on your culture, ways of working and access to 
technology – but they will hopefully provide some food for thought.

First, we recommend the ‘Five Ways to Wellbeing’, which is based on Research by the New Economics Foundation in 
the UK. This model suggests that, much like eating five fruits and vegetables each day to stay healthy, there are five 
things we can do regularly to stay mentally healthy. These are:

Connecting with others;
Taking notice of things;
Keeping learning;
Being active; and 
Giving. 

Many wellbeing and mental health support organisations, including Mind, use this model on their websites, so we at Ellis 
Whittam have leant on this model as our ‘best practice’ for any activity or intervention.  

For example, one of the things we did in the early stages of the pandemic was to promote the Five Ways to Wellbeing 
as a simple printable poster to guide people and help them think about how they could build these Ways into each day. 
We also used existing online material such as videos to help people think about how they could apply these.  

Our People Engagement Team also write and send out a Wednesday Wellbeing blog each week and try to cover ideas 
and topics from the Five Ways. For instance, we wrote one on the resources that colleagues have access to via our 
Health Cash Plan, such as free online courses to help us all continue learning.
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Step 7: Regular check-ins (formal and informal)
 
We have already mentioned the importance of checking in with people, and at 
Ellis Whittam we have done this in a few different ways.    

 K We send out short, five-question check-in surveys asking people about 
their last seven days at work. We do these on an ad-hoc basis (as we found 
people get fed up with being sent surveys all the time!) when our People 
Engagement Team sense they are needed or receive feedback from 
managers and detect that people are struggling, such as when lockdown 
restrictions change. We’ve also set up more formal, longer surveys which 
we run around every six months.  

 K We have managers do day-to-day check-ins with their teams. We 
encourage managers to try and get people to turn on their cameras in 1:1 
sessions in particular, as this can pick up visual signs of people struggling. 
Our managers are empowered to run their own local events, and many 
have open-house café sessions online or something similar.

 K We trialled a more informal approach with ‘Chat Direct’. These were hour-long, informal sessions via Teams, 
open to all colleagues, where we invited people to drop in and chat about anything they like and put questions to our 
Directors. Participation was optional and provided some light relief for those who joined us on Friday afternoons, as 
well as helping us to get to know each other better.

 K We ran some charity coffee mornings, including one for Macmillan, with donations taken online and our Head of 
People Engagement hosting, setting up their dining room at home. It was fun, very informal and tied in nicely with 
the ‘Giving’ element of the Five Ways too.

Ultimately, these check-ins keep people feeling connected and reveal anything you need to act on (make sure you act 
on it!) At Ellis Whittam, managers will report any issues to Directors or to our Head of People Engagement. The People 
Engagement Team will then work with managers and individuals as needed but also have a watching brief on themes 
that I see across the business and act on these as needed.  

Step 8: Encourage activity
 
There are a huge number of challenges out there now to encourage people to 
get active, so they are well worth looking up.   

In September 2020, we ran a team Walking Challenge – as many businesses 
have – from Land’s End to John O’Groats (virtually, of course). This proved 
very popular, and we all shared our stories via the Wednesday Wellbeing blog. 
That way, even people who didn’t take part got to see others’ photos and watch 
their progress. What worked for us was the sharing aspect, the fact that we got 
outside, and the element of healthy competition!

Step 9: Encourage noticing and reflecting
 
With the cold Autumn weather creeping in, walking and getting outside became 
more of a challenge, so we designed an activity based on the ‘Noticing’ element 
of the Five Ways, which proved really popular and a lot of fun.  

It was essentially a giant iSpy challenge where colleagues got points for spotting or doing things. Some of the activities 
we included were related to the Danish ‘Hooga’ approach, so there was points for making yourself a fancy hot chocolate, 
as well as spotting a hedgehog.  

45 people took part from across the business, sharing photos of what they were up to, or what they had spotted, 
along the way. It worked because we learnt about each other, we connected our like-minded, nature-loving colleagues 
together (those with children got the family involved too) and, again, the element of competition added to the fun. Our 
People Engagement Team were flooded with nature pictures, and we had a Teams feed full of pumpkin soup and people 
hugging trees. 
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Step 10: Have fun and listen to feedback
 
The final Way to Wellbeing is simple: have fun with these initiatives and, 
importantly, listen to feedback.   

Laughter is a great medicine, but forced fun isn’t for everyone. Not everyone 
wants to wear a Christmas Jumper or hug a tree. In December, we took a ‘pick 
and mix’ approach based on feedback and ideas from around the business, 
which meant that, aside from our company-wide event which we encouraged 
everyone to join, people could take part as little or as much as they liked in 
activities.

One colleague wanted to run a Festive Pet competition, so we set up a 
company-wide Teams feed and watched it fill with pictures of our colleagues’ 
furry friends dressed up for the holidays. We ran quizzes that people could run 
locally within their own departments, and we worked with our Marketing Team 
to take part in our Decorate Your Desk campaign, which we also opened up to 
those outside the business to spread some festive feelgood.  

We always have prizes for these competitions, and we’ll often send out surprise vouchers or small treats in the post for 
colleagues too, across the whole business. Last year, in the throes of lockdown, we sent everyone an Amazon voucher 
specifically to buy something to support their wellbeing and blogged about some ideas that would help people – from 
weighted blankets to reduce anxiety, to diffusers for the home working environment. 

Crucially, we always try to take on board feedback for all our Wellbeing activities as everyone has different needs, and 
these can change from day to day, especially at the moment. Regular ‘temperature checks’ and a focus on wellbeing 
that’s embedded into the things we do day to day is really important to us. 

Key messages: Things to remember!

 K Start with basics and get these right first.
 K Communicate, communicate, communicate.
 K Have mechanisms in place to gather formal and informal feedback.
 K Listen and act on feedback.  
 K Consider the Five Ways to Wellbeing and how you can use them to support your people.
 K Individuals will often face certain challenges throughout their lifetime. Helping people to deal with them is one of the 

best investments an employer can make.
 K Positive mental health is rarely an absolute state. One may feel in good mental health generally but also suffer 

stress or anxiety from time to time.
 K If we are feeling good about ourselves, we often work productively, interact well with colleagues and make a valuable 

contribution to our team or workplace.

Support and other helpful resources from Ellis Whittam

At Ellis Whittam, we’re keen to help you maintain engaged, productive teams and overcome your workforce challenges. 
We have a number of different services designed to help you do just that:

 K Our Coronavirus Advice Hub is completely free to use and contains regularly-updated resources (simple guides, 
FAQs, document templates, webinars and more) to help with your COVID-19 obstacles, from risk assessment to 
furlough, absences and homeworking.

 K We offer Mental Health Awareness training, currently delivered via Zoom by our seasoned HR specialists. 
This course consists of two sessions (approx. one and a half hours each) and is designed to raise management 
awareness and help you understand your responsibilities in respect to mental health and wellbeing.

 K We also provide other HR training courses which can be delivered remotely, including Absence Management, 
Performance Management, Equality & Diversity in the Workplace, HR Essentials for Managers, Discipline & 
Grievance, Essential Recruitment, Courageous Conversations and Leadership & Management.
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For more information on any of our courses, please contact our New Business Team on

0345 226 8393
or email us at enquiries@elliswhittam.com



https://elliswhittam.com/covid-19/register/?=tenwaystowellbeing
https://elliswhittam.com/employment-law-hr/learning-and-development/mental-health/
https://elliswhittam.com/employment-law-hr/learning-and-development/
mailto:enquiries%40elliswhittam.com?subject=

