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INTRODUCTION

Mental health issues in the workplace have come to the fore as never

before. Pressures at work are increasing, as years of deregulation,

privatisation, outsourcing and austerity have seen the proliferation of

zero-hours contracts, insecure and precarious work and ruthless

speed-up imposed by employers determined to squeeze every last

drop of profit from their workforces. As a result, mental ill-health is on

the rise, and it falls to the trade-union movement to spearhead the

campaign to reverse that trend.

Our experience as trade unionists tells us that private employers’ first

loyalty is to their profit margins and shareholders’ dividends, and that

if working people are to secure mentally healthy workplaces it will be

through organisation and trade-union campaigning, whether that be

in working for legal changes that compel employers to improve

working conditions, or through workers and their unions demanding

those changes, backed up by a willingness to take industrial action if

necessary to secure them.

Unfortunately, the result of the 2019 general election gives little room

for optimism on the legislative front – rather the opposite, as it is

clear that the Tory government is committed to using its majority to

reduce the protections that workers have fought for, and to minimise

what Conservatives have always seen as unnecessary regulation.

As a fighting, democratic union, RMT has always understood that the

ability to improve and defend working conditions lies ultimately in the

unity and strength of our organisation, and so too it is with issues of

mental health.

This short pamphlet is intended to give some guidance to those

seeking to improve conditions for mental well-being in the workplace.

Mick Cash,

RMT General Secretary,

January 2020
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MENTAL HEALTH – A TRADE UNION ISSUE
TRADE UNIONS have a long history of campaigning for change in

the workplace and beyond, not only on employment rights or safety

issues but also on the way people are viewed in the workplace and in

society.

It is acknowledged that the scale of mental ill-health is much greater

than previously thought. It is now recognised that one in four people

will suffer from mental-health problems at some point in their life.

Suicide is now the likeliest cause of death for men between 29 and

49. 

These are issues of justice, equality and fairness – core trade-union

issues. People with mental-health problems face social and

workplace exclusion, particularly in times of austerity when poverty

levels and the attendant stresses increase dramatically. They are at

risk of being marginalised in the workplace and of being denied

access to secure and sustainable employment and access to

medical and social care. 

There has never been a more important time for unions to campaign

to raise awareness of the issues facing people with mental-health

problems, although there should always be a link to prevention as

well.

Just as capitalism causes physical health problems, often through

industrial accidents and unsafe working environments, it also causes

many mental health issues, not least by subjecting workers to

exploitation and alienation.

Mental-health difficulties at work can be caused or worsened by

factors such as:

• sleep-unfriendly shift work 

• anti-social working hours, 

• diminishing contact with friends and family; 

• verbal and physical abuse; 

• traumatic incidents at work; 

• excessive workload; 

• bullying, harassment and aggressive management; 

• insecure employment such as zero-hours contracts, 

• and pressure from harsh performance and attendance regimes.
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Campaigning for less-distressing workplaces and helping members

deal better with the pressures that work places on our mental well-

being must be a core activity for RMT and its members.

RMT believes that mental-health issues are not treated with the

seriousness they deserve. There are high levels of stigma associated

with mental ill-health. The social pressures brought to bear on society

by government austerity cuts are both causing mental distress and

reducing the services available to those who develop mental-health

problems. 

This austerity agenda has resulted in mental-health services being

pared back to the bone and this has resulted in increasing reliance

on charities. There are concerns that this relies on a ‘pity’ narrative

but the pragmatic approach is that there remains, at least for the

present, a role for charities in the mental-health sphere.

RMT is dedicated to raising the level of interest, awareness and skill

in its representatives. The union has a dedicated mental-health

awareness course, and aims to ensure that this training is made

available to all RMT reps as part of the overall campaign to improve

mental health in the workplace.

Campaigns on mental health can: 

• increase awareness of problems with stress in the workplace

and the need to ensure that the employer takes action 

• bring to light various issues facing people with mental-health

problems and their causes 

• point the way towards practical solutions and examples of

good practice 

• increase people’s understanding of mental health in workplaces

and the community 

• dispel myths and fears about people with mental-health

problems and encourage people affected to talk about their

experiences 

• encourage people with mental health problems to become

active in their workplace, communities and union 

• engage with local support/campaign groups and charities to

build relationships and access support and services. 

It is essential that people who have experienced mental ill-health are

involved in designing and running any campaign: they will have the

best understanding of the issues involved. As well as helping to build

trust and confidence, this can also give members with mental-health

problems an opportunity to engage in workplace or trade-union

activity in a way that they may not have done before.

5

mentalhealth20.qxp_Mental Health  18/02/2020  14:18  Page 5



 
 

 
 

 

CAM
PAIGNING FOR M

ENTAL W
ELLBEING AT W

ORK

In 2017 the government commissioned an independent review on

how employers can better support the mental health of all people

currently in employment and to help those with existing problems to

remain in and thrive through work. Although the resulting Stevenson-

Farmer review was warmly welcomed there is little evidence of either

government or employers tackling the significant challenges it

established exist behind the stigma that deters open discussion.

While there are more people at work with mental-health conditions

than ever before, some 300,000 people with a long-term mental-

health condition lose their jobs each year, and at a much higher rate

than those with physical-health conditions. 

The study found that around 15 per cent of people at work have

symptoms of a mental-health condition. The human cost of this is

huge, and can manifest itself in a variety of ways both at work and at

home, affecting people’s ability to manage other elements of their

own personal lives and affecting those around them.

The economic cost is also huge. The study estimated an annual cost

to employers of between £33 billion and £42 billion – with over half of

that due to ‘presenteeism’, when individuals are less productive due

to poor mental health despite spending more hours at work, and the

rest due to sickness-absence and staff turnover. 

The cost to taxpayers and government is between £24 billion and

£27 billion, including costs in providing benefits, reduced tax revenue

and costs to the NHS. 

The cost to the economy as a whole through lost output is more than

both of the above put together, at between £74 billion and £99

billion.

The ‘Thriving at Work’ report started from the position that the

correct way to view mental health is that we all have it and fluctuate

between thriving, struggling and being ill and possibly off work. 

People with poor mental health, ranging from the more common

problems to severe mental illness, can be in any of these groups: an

individual can have a serious mental-health problem but – with the

right support – can still be thriving at work.

Society needs to be in a place where all of us become more aware of

our own and others’ mental health and how to cope when it

fluctuates. It is the responsibility of all of us to make this change. 

‘Thriving at Work’, published in 2017, offered a vision that in ten

years’ time the following changes will have happened:

• Employees in all types of employment have good work, which

contributes positively to their mental health, society and the

economy. 
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• All of us will have the knowledge, tools and confidence to

understand and look after our own mental health and that of

those around us. 

• All organisations, whatever their size, will be equipped with the

awareness and tools not only to address but also to prevent

mental ill-health caused or worsened by work; will be equipped

to help individuals with a mental-health condition to thrive, and

will be aware of how to get access to timely help to reduce

sickness absence caused by mental ill-health.

All of these measures can and should result in dramatically reducing

the proportion of people with a long-term mental health condition

who leave employment each year and ensure that all who can,

benefit from the positive impacts of good work. 

RMT’s concern, however, is that the vast majority of employers will

only implement the recommendations of ‘Thriving at Work’ if they are

compelled to, which underlines the need for the trade-union

movement to continue campaigning for action to be taken by

employers.

There are also concerns that some employers can use their work on

workplace mental-health issues as ‘window dressing’ rather than

showing a commitment to deal with the causes of mental ill-health in

the workplace. 

It is part of RMT’s role to hold employers to account, to ensure that

our campaigns are translated into action so that working conditions

become less distressing and more supportive.

ORGANISING AND SUPPORTING WORKERS WITH
MENTAL-HEALTH ISSUES

Trade unions exist to organise and represent the collective interests

of workers – locally, regionally and nationally. There are several

common issues raised by union members and potential members

when identifying why they do not join or play an active part in their

union. 

These can include: 

• never having been asked 

• union structures not representing particular groups. 

Many people with mental-health problems can face discrimination

and prejudice and may feel invisible and under-represented in the

workplace and union. They may initially feel more comfortable

discussing their issues and concerns with people who have had

similar experiences. 
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Union reps may want to consider: 

• organising workplace forums for members with mental-health

problems 

• talking to members informally and formally about their

experiences in the workplace and union – what are their issues

and what are their ideas for resolving the issues? 

• organising union-led training on the issues that members with

mental-health problems have identified 

• encouraging members with mental-health problems to get

actively involved, perhaps even asking members to run any

workplace forums 

• ensuring their union’s equality structures are in place and

supported 

• engaging with local campaign groups and charities on equality

campaigns in the workplace and local communities 

• campaigning on stress.

When building alliances with other organisations, think about: 

• developing relationships, and building on these to identify other

allies

• identifying their issues and priorities and identifying common

ground 

• involving existing members and activists – they may have links

to other organisations 

• developing and nurturing new relationships 

• organising joint events and activities that involve the wider

community – union reps are opinion-formers in the community

as well as in the workplace.
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PREVENTING STRESS 
The TUC has produced joint guidance on preventing workplace

stress using the Health and Safety Executive’s Stress Management

Standards. These can be found on the TUC website at

www.tuc.org.uk/resource/responding-harmful-work-related-stress.

The Office of Rail and Road, as the health-and-safety regulator for

the railway industry, has confirmed that it will follow the Stress

Management Standards.

This checklist tells you simply what you need to do. 

TUC checklist for health and safety reps: 

• Is there a problem with stress in your workplace? 

• Has the employer taken effective action to address this? 

• If not have they done a risk assessment that includes stress? 

• If not, or it is inadequate – ask for one to be done (this is a legal

requirement) 

• If they have done a risk assessment, have they acted on the

findings? 

• If not – ask for a prevention plan. 

If your employer has introduced support for people with stress-

related conditions instead of prevention measures, insist that they

use the HSE management standards. 

TUC CHARTER
In 2017, under its Great Jobs for Everyone campaign, the TUC

launched a charter which demands that all workers must: 

• be paid fairly 

• work in a safe and healthy workplace 

• be treated decently 

• have regular hours 

• get a voice on what matters at work 

• get the chance to get on in life. 

Securing the charter’s aims means unions negotiating and

campaigning for mentally healthy workplaces, so the charter’s aims

can also be included in your organising and campaigning activities

around mental health.
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WORKER’S STORY
Dan Henderson was born and brought up in Greenock on the west coast of

Scotland. After various jobs he joined Cal-Mac and RMT 26 years ago. He

has been Chair of the Glasgow Shipping Branch for the last twelve years.

Dan was concerned that his employer had very little in the way of workplace

policies designed to support and assist staff suffering from mental illness, so

he set about producing a training course, assisted by See Me Scotland – the

Scottish government-sponsored programme for ending stigma and

discrimination in mental health – designed to be delivered to both RMT reps

and front-line managers.

It was recognised early on that among the main issues that needed to be

tackled were the stigma, discrimination and feelings of shame that so often

conspire to discourage individuals from coming forward with mental-health

problems.

The programme called on senior managers to play their part in developing a

culture within the organisation under which all could feel able to talk openly

about the issues they are faced with. Of course, such a culture would likely

result in an improvement in sickness absence and productivity.

Dan set a number of tests that would show whether the project was

achieving its aims:

• a culture in which it is okay for everyone to talk openly about mental

health 

• The development of relevant policies and putting them into practice 

• promoting reasonable adjustments for all employees – while also

considering what is required at recruitment, at work and when

returning to work

• ensuring that line managers and supervisors are trained to spot and

respond early to signs of mental distress among staff. 

For the employer it was a question of making a business case for mentally

healthy workplaces which would justify investment in mental wellbeing

against the cost of absence, presenteeism, lost productivity and staff

turnover – in addition to this simply being the right thing to do.

As anticipated there were quite a few negative responses to the campaign,

both from managers: “They’re coping fine” and “we already manage it well”,

and from front-line staff: “When I did tell him it got worse not better”, “I’ve

been passed over for promotion and not supported.”

See Me Scotland, as one of the project partners, had a theme –

#powerofokay – it seems so small but it’s a powerful thing to say – and this

was incorporated into the campaign. 

The training taught participants to be aware of common signs of stress and

anxiety to ask, in private, if everything is okay, to be supportive – “is there

anything I can do?” – and to let people talk.
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HEALTHY AND SAFETY CONFERENCE
The RMT’s annual Health and Safety Advisory Conference is

‘themed’ around a single issue identified as being important to our

health and safety representatives and our members. 

Following the suicide of a young RMT activist, the London Transport

Regional Council campaigned to ensure that mental health was the

theme of the annual conference. Thus the 2018 Conference was

dedicated to the memory of Leon Brumant. 

Guest speaker Matt Wrack, General Secretary of the Fire Brigades

Union, spoke of the challenges faced by firefighters and particularly

about the stresses faced by his members following the tragedy of

Grenfell Tower. 

Megan Taylor from Virgin Eastcoast spoke of the company’s

campaign to assist and protect workers and how working with RMT

was essential to making the programme a success.

Delegates attending the conference also received a day’s training as

a ‘taster’ to the week-long Mental-Health Awareness training course

offered to RMT representatives.
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