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To
Work
On
Mental
Health
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Stress and
burnout are at
record levels
among the UK’s
workforce, but
outdated attitudes
are causing too
many of us to feel
uneasy about
admitting that we
are struggling. To
turn this pernicious
trend around, MH
interviewed men
across Britain from
a broad range of
industries to reveal
the unspoken
truths about our
relationships with
our careers and our
mental well-being.
Here are the
measures that are
proven to work
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Builders are this
many times more
likely to die from
suicide than an
on-site accident
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ast year, work-related anxiety and
depression accounted for more than half
of all working days lost in the UK. Take
a moment to think about that: the thing
most likely to prevent you from doing your
job, from functioning during your working
hours, is your workplace itself.
It’s a stark, somewhat bewildering
statistic, largely because this wasn’t
always the case. Somewhere in our climb
up the corporate ladder, it seems, we made
a major misstep. The question is where?
At Men’s Health, we had two big
questions. First, how do you, our readers,
feel about the work that you do? Second,
what can be done to improve things – not
incrementally but urgently? To paint
a clearer picture of mental well-being
among the UK’s workforce, we interviewed
1,200 of you – from company founders and
directors to junior employees and interns.
Here’s what we learned. While we
all have difficulties specific to our line
of work, or level of seniority, we are
surprisingly united when it comes to our
mental well-being. Managers struggle
with the same anxieties that afflict their
junior charges.
Construction workers
are faced with similar
kinds of pressure and
uncertainty to what
schoolteachers suffer.
Overall, more
than half of you have
experienced a mental
health problem that
you feel was linked to
your job. As many as
44% of you know just what it’s like to be
overcome with anxiety so destabilising
that it’s impossible to function at work.
Your most commonly stated causes of
workplace unhappiness? Long hours, lack
of recognition from your employers and
unreasonable targets.
But while it seems that we’re perfectly
adept when it comes to identifying the
problems facing us, the bigger challenge
is knowing how – and with whom – to
share them. Of those of you who have
taken time off work to tend to your mental
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health, only half have been fully
honest with your managers about
the reason for your absence.
There is also some scepticism about
whether or not the companies you
work for truly have your best interests
at heart. While half of you know that
your workplace operates some form
of employee well-being programme,
30% of you “strongly agree” that your
employers are falling short on delivering
what is required of them. A few of you
commented that you feel your company’s
well-being policy is merely an exercise in
“box-ticking”, an empty gesture, designed
merely to signal willingness without
creating meaningful change.
This is a sentiment with which experts
have sympathy. “It’s a misconception
that fixing mental health issues at work
is as simple as signing up to a campaign
or two and putting up posters,” says Chris
O’Sullivan, the workplace well-being
leader for the Mental Health Foundation.
He concedes that such initiatives can be
useful, “but only in the context of a wider
programme of activities that are sustained
and authentic. Looking after mental
health must become part of the fabric
[of a business]. It’s hard for people to
take a programme seriously if there
is unaddressed bullying, or a culture
of overwork to the point of burnout.”

“More than
half of you have
experienced a
mental health
problem linked
to your job”
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What You
Told Us

Taking
Action

So, to our next
question: how do
we improve the
situation? Perhaps
unsurprisingly,
given the nature
of this magazine,
many of you
would like more
opportunities to exercise and eat well
during the working day. But you need
your employers to accommodate this:
a third of you say that you rarely have time
to work out on your lunch break, even
when permitted to do so. What you want
most is a cultural shift towards flexible
working practices, with greater autonomy
over your hours and decisions.
This can only come from the top.
“Managers really are at the front line
of mental health at work, whether it’s
because people need to report sick leave,
or because bosses set the workload and
[dictate] the culture for their team,”

Have you ever
experienced
mental health
problems that
were caused
directly by your
workplace?
Yes – 31%
No – 59%
I’m not sure – 10%

Have you ever
taken time out of
work for mental
health reasons?
The occasional
day – 18%
A week or more
at a time – 16%
I haven’t needed
to – 37%
No, but I should
have done – 29%

Does the
company you
work for
prioritise the
well-being of its
employees?
Yes – 39%
No – 33%
I’m not sure – 28%

If you’ve spoken
to your
employers about
your mental
health, did it
help?
Yes – 53%
No – 42%
It made things
worse – 5%

says O’Sullivan. “We need to do better at
picking people for their skills in managing
others, not just because they are the
best sales guys. Leadership training
should encompass mental health: how to
recognise symptoms of distress, but also
how to create the kind of healthy culture
that protects employees’ well-being.”
It should be noted that we, too, are
writing this as employees of a company:
Hearst Magazines. Back in 2016, Men’s
Health campaigned for the introduction
of mental health first-aiders in UK
workplaces, as well as pioneering it in
our own. This is a programme in which
employees can volunteer for training
designed to help them spot the signs of
poor mental health, to listen without
judgement and to direct their colleagues
to the appropriate support systems.
This was followed by the introduction
of an employee assistance programme,
which gives everyone at Hearst free
access to a qualified counsellor, if referred,
or the chance to claim back costs on
a range of therapy services.
But, as always, there is much more to
be done. After all, mental health support
is not just a box that needs ticking.
Measures of these kinds only work if
people take advantage of them. If they
are to be effective, we must continue
to question their usefulness and make
the necessary adjustments.
But such initiatives do have a secondary
benefit, one that might be of equal, if not
greater, importance than signposting us
towards help. They make it feel normal
to be a person who struggles with the
pressures of their working environment.
It’s a common but nonetheless true
sentiment that erasing stigma begins
with an understanding that mental
health is a continuum, with none of
us ultimately immune from crisis.

Ending the Stigma

As a society, we may have made some
progress in dismantling these outdated
attitudes in our personal lives – with
our partners, our friends, our family.
But at work? The results of our research
suggest that too many of us still feel
obliged to project an image of total
self-possession, competence and

of you consider
your workplace
to be a cause of
stress, anxiety
or unhappiness
unwavering stability in order to succeed
in our chosen professions.
It’s notable that, when asked what
would most discourage you from
speaking to your manager about your
mental well-being, the most common
answer was personal embarrassment:
not fear of retribution, a reduced chance
of promotion, or a loss of earnings, but
shame. We struggle, but we’re too bashful
to admit that we struggle.
Over these pages, you’ll find stories
from six men who are well acquainted
with this internal conflict. Each of them
comes from a very different professional
background; each of them has a very
different story to tell. Some have struggled
with poor mental health, while some saw
others suffer and felt compelled to act.
Action, not just awareness, is what
we need. But even simple measures can
have a huge impact. When asked about
his company’s most successful policy,
one of our interviewees, MediaCom’s
CEO, Josh Krichefski, said: “Probably
the most powerful thing we did was
introducing something called ‘My Mental
Health Story’. People wrote about their
personal experiences, and then it was
shared with everyone in the company.
Not anonymously – they put their
name to it. It was a risky thing to do,
because we didn’t know what reaction it
was going to have. But it was amazing…
You could have heard a pin drop in the
office. It just broke down the stigma
immediately, almost overnight.”
Ultimately, the term “work-life balance”
is misleading. Our work is part of our
life. A big part. It is not something to be
tolerated, or endured. At best, our work
should provide us with joy, satisfaction
and social connection. At the very least,
it should not be a cause of harm.
Whether you need expert advice or simply
could do with a listening ear, the Calm
helpline (0800 58 58 58) is open from 5pm
to midnight. For more information from
the Mental Health Foundation, visit:
mentalhealth.org.uk

The
Construction
Worker
Patrick Sloane, site manager and mental

AFTER A BREAKDOWN, SLOANE
WAS TRAINED TO HELP
OTHERS IN HIS SITUATION

health first-aider at Galliford Try
On a superficial level,
construction sites are havens
of health and safety, all hard
hats and high-vis. But dig
a little deeper and you’ll
uncover some worryingly
shaky foundations. According
to the latest research, male
site workers in the UK are
three times more likely to die
by suicide than the average
man and 10 times more likely
to die as a result of suicide
than an on-site accident.
But why are men working in
the construction and building
trades so disproportionately
affected by poor mental
health? Of course, there is no
simple answer. “The statistics
are pretty shocking,” says

Patrick Sloane, a site manager
with construction company
Galliford Try. “As to the cause,
a lot of people think that it’s
the intensity of things at the
moment – tighter deadlines,
longer hours. It’s also the
attitude on sites. There is a
macho culture, and people
are afraid to talk about their
feelings and open up.”
Sloane speaks from
experience. “There was a
sequence of events and
occurrences in my life that
nobody should go through,”
he says. “In the space of
a year, my father died, my
cousin committed suicide,
one of my friends committed
suicide, and my partner left
to go back to Australia... I
ended up having a complete

breakdown.” Things went
from unimaginably awful to
worse. Sloane lost his home.
Eventually, he was sectioned.
He credits his recovery, in
large part, to his employers.
“They were instrumental,” he
says. “I’d gone missing. I was
homeless for over a year. But
when I was in hospital, they
found me. The HR team
actually called me and said,
‘When you’re ready, we’ll talk.’
It was amazing. They gave me
time. They rang to ask how I
was doing and kept in contact
with my support worker.
Eventually, I sat down with the
regional managing director,
and he said, ‘Look, Pat, we
know things were hard, but
we’ll move forward. How can
we help?’ I nearly cried.”
After a phased return
to work, Sloane was sent
on a mental health first-aid
course. The company plans
to introduce mental health
first-aiders on every site.
Beyond that, Galliford Try
is working alongside
construction industry
charity Mates in Mind to
run workshops on depression
and is using its educational
Stop the Job days to enlighten
staff and subcontractors
on mental health issues.
But while his company is
leading the way to change
perceptions and support
workers, says Sloane, the wider
industry has some catching up
to do. “Mental health is all over
the news at the moment, but
are people taking notice?” he
wonders. “Galliford Try is taking
notice. It’s training people. It
puts safety first. Before, there
was that building industry
thing where you could hear
people shouting at each other,
effing and blinding, but we’re
trying to get rid of that culture
now. People are more aware.”
The result, Sloane hopes,
will be an industry taking
a wrecking ball to those
grimmest of statistics.
For more information, see:
matesinmind.org
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CLARKE (FAR RIGHT)
KNOWS FROM PERSONAL
EXPERIENCE THE HARM
THAT DEPRESSION CAN DO

The
Head
Chef
Andrew Clarke, co-founder
of the Pilot Light campaign
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“Too many
chefs are
burning out.
When will we
start looking
after them?”

64%
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founded the Pilot Light
campaign to change the recipe
for how restaurant kitchens are
run. Their message was simple:
if a chef’s pilot light gets blown
out, they can’t cook. So, why
does the industry seem so
intent on making that happen?
“There’s a shortage of chefs
at the moment. At what point
are we going to start looking
after them? I’ve heard too
many people saying, ‘I used to
be a chef but I burned out.’
That’s just not acceptable.”
Working alongside charity
Time to Change, Pilot Light
was set up to normalise
conversations around mental
health and change working
practices. “We’ve been a
conduit for people to get in
touch with mental health
charities,” explains Clarke.
“I was guilty of not having
any numbers for people to
call in my staff rooms and
restaurants. I felt that it was
important to have the right
literature available, so people
know that they can get help.
[Through Pilot Light], we’re
putting out a poster later in
the year that will be the
mental health equivalent
of the health and safety
posters that we have to have
up, by government legislation.”
Clarke hopes that these will
become as commonplace as
the ones reminding chefs how
to handle a cauldron of hot oil
and prevent just as much
unnecessary suffering.
“There are so many things
we can’t actually change in our
industry: the pay’s not great,
there are long hours, you’re
probably going to cut or burn
yourself. But we can look out
for each other. We can give
each other the armour to get
through a tough job.”
For more information, see:
pilotlightcampaign.co.uk
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If you see cooking as a way
to unwind at the end of a long
day, you’ve evidently never
worked in a professional
kitchen. “There’s a lot of
shouting, a lot of pressure,”
says Andrew Clarke, chef
patron at St Leonards. “There
can be bullying, too. Then
there are the long hours,
burning the candle at both
ends, addiction issues… I’ve
seen a lot of people leave
because it got too much.”
As a young chef trying to
keep his head off the chopping
board, Clarke didn’t stop to think
about the effect that working
in such an environment was
having on him. It was only two
years ago, when a relationship
break-up catalysed his descent
into depression, that he became
aware of mental health at all.
“Throughout my life, I’d had
drug and drink issues, and I’d
always put it down to the fact
that I liked partying. I never
realised that I was just trying
to use all of that as an outlet
for a problem I never dealt
with. An unhappiness,” he
says. “Depression incapacitates
you. You don’t know what you
want to do with your life.”
Eventually, supported by
his friends and family, he gave
up alcohol and began to
recover. Through it all, there
was one person in particular
who kept Clarke’s simmering
depression from boiling over.
“I’d just taken over [south
London restaurant] Brunswick
House, and there were only
two of us cooking – me and my
sous chef,” he says. “It was easy
to talk to him. He would just
give me a nudge: ‘Come on,
chef, you can do it.’ He kept
an eye out for me.”
Last year, along with fellow
chef Doug Sanham, Clarke

of you agree that
work has had, or
currently has, a
damaging effect
on your personal life
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MACASKILL (CENTRE)
BELIEVES THAT MENTAL
HEALTH AWARENESS
SHOULD BE A CORE PART
OF EVERY PT’S TRAINING

14%

of you believe you have
experienced negative
consequences as
a result of discussing
your mental health
problems at work

The
Fitness
Instructor
Sandy Macaskill, co-founder
of Barry’s Bootcamp UK
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“We need to be
able not just to
help people get
a six-pack but to
support them
mentally, too”

GUTTER CREDIT

Why do you go to the gym?
Or play five-a-side? Or cycle
to work? To lose weight
or build muscle, sure. But
aesthetics alone are rarely
enough to keep us committed.
Fundamentally, we work out
because it feels good. “One
of my clients told me, ‘I come
here because it’s cheaper
than therapy,’” says Sandy
Macaskill, co-founder of Barry’s
Bootcamp UK. “We’ve got
2,500 people coming through
our studios every day, and
many of them are doing so
because they’re stressed, or
need time away from work.
And if we’re the ones in charge
of that environment, then we
need to be able to identify
that. We need to be equipped
not just to help people get
a six-pack but to support
them [psychologically].”
It is at best curious, and at
worst remiss, that the focus
of the fitness industry, until
recently, has been purely
on the muscular and the
cardiovascular. “There’s always
been debate around stuff like:
‘What weights should I be
using? What reps should I be
doing?’ That’s how people
talk. But for us, as a company,
it’s just as important to think
about what’s going on at
a psychological level.”
To this end, Barry’s
Bootcamp UK has introduced
mental health first-aid training
for every instructor. “It began
as a voluntary thing,” he
explains. “It can be difficult to
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get a bunch of people who are
very busy and active to stop,
sit down in a room and just
listen, but they loved it. The
feedback we got was: ‘We
should do more of this.’ So,
we’re making it compulsory.”
And they are already seeing
the benefits. “There have been
times before when, at the end
of a class – when we have a
cool-down, soft music plays and
everyone lies there, stretching
– clients just burst into tears,”
he says. “They’ve been working
out for an hour, sprinting like
crazy, then suddenly all these
emotions come out. In the
past, I’d think, ‘Oh, my God,
what do I do?’ But once you’ve
done [the course], you get the
confidence to understand it,
deal with it and step in.”
Macaskill would like to see
similar training introduced
as a core part of every PT
diploma. Until then, he and his
team will continue pioneering
ways to improve the health
and fitness of everyone who
steps through the doors of
their studios. That includes
partnering with mental health
charities such as HUMEN, to
spread the message that we
need to maintain our minds
just as diligently as we do
our bodies, and working with
children’s mental health
charity Place2Be, to help
young people understand the
positive correlation between
exercise and happiness.
The industry has a long way
to go to catch up, but it’s
crucial, thinks Macaskill, that it
does. “If people are trying to
use fitness to help with their
mental state, then the people
helping them with that should
be equipped to do so.”
Visit: barrysbootcamp.com
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The
Paramedic
Paul Bannister, trustee
at charity Our Blue Light
It’s hard to imagine a
profession with a greater
potential to traumatise its
employees than a career in the
emergency services. “We see
things people don’t want to
see, or shouldn’t see,” says
paramedic Paul Bannister.
“Shootings, hangings, fires. And
it’s non-stop. As soon as we
press that ‘clear’ button, they’re
sending us another job. We
don’t really get the time to
process what we’ve just seen.”
Even for the most mentally
robust, this relentless exposure
to humanity at its most fragile
takes its toll. “It’s the cumulative
effect,” says Bannister. “You

BANNISTER WARNS OF THE CUMULATIVE
EFFECT OF DAY-TO-DAY STRESS

might say you’re OK after one
job, and then after another one,
and another one. But it soon
mounts up. We’re only human.
There’s only so much our
brains can take.”
To compound the problem,
he explains, there is a culture
of performative toughness
that permeates the emergency
services. Even among those
who have dedicated their lives
to helping others, many people
are unwilling to seek help
themselves. “There is a lot of
stigma surrounding mental
health [in our line of work],”
says Bannister. “I remember
a colleague once saying to
me, ‘People knew what they
signed up for,’ but they didn’t.
We have an idea of what the
job’s about, but until you see
that person with a blown-up
head, or whatever it might
be, you don’t realise how it’s
going to affect you. The fact
that we wear a uniform doesn’t
make us invincible.”

Bannister has suffered from
poor mental health. After the
birth of his child in 2016, he
worked overtime to cover the
shortfall in income while his
wife took maternity leave. The
stressful nature of his work,
combined with a lack of sleep,
led to difficulties in his home
life, all of which culminated
in a suicide attempt. That’s
when he discovered Our Blue
Light, a charity that provides
psychological support to
people in the emergency
and essential services, from
paramedics and prison officers
to RNLI volunteers and
mountain rescue specialists.
After making his recovery,
Bannister became a trustee of
the charity, drawing on his
experience to help others.
“We’re a listening ear,”
Bannister says. “We’re peer-topeer support trained, and I’ve
also been trained in Trim
[Trauma Risk Management], a
tool to spot early signs of PTSD.

We offer signposting services,
so we try to get the person in
with a counsellor as soon as we
can. And if they want us to, we’ll
go with them to the doctor.”
It’s not just at the point
of greatest need that Our
Blue Light responds with its
proverbial sirens blazing.
Bannister and his fellow
trustees are trying to educate
the next generation of
emergency workers to effect
a cultural shift and to equip
them with the tools they need
to support both themselves and
each other. “It’s about getting
in there early. I go to colleges
and to the new paramedics’
inductions, and I’ll talk to them
about mental health and how
to spot the warning signs. It’s
about including mental health
[awareness] in their training,
making people aware of where
they can go for help, and
opening up the conversations
to make it normal.”
Visit: ourbluelight.com
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of you have, at times,
allowed your health
to suffer as a result
of work pressures

“I want to create more opportunities for men to open up”

The
Barber
Tom Chapman, founder of
the Lions Barber Collective
Here are two facts. First, men
in a mental health crisis often
feel that they have no one to
whom they can turn. Second,
across cultures, barbershops
have long been places where
men talk. After losing a close
friend to suicide, barber
Tom Chapman recognised
that he and his colleagues
were uniquely placed to try
to bridge the gap between
these two truths.
“As barbers, we have this
connection with our clients,”
says Chapman. “A man
touching another man’s head,
ears, neck – it’s very intimate.
Barbers have a licence to
touch. We do it sometimes to

strangers, and sometimes to
the same person for 20 years.”
And so was conceived the
Lions Barber Collective, a
community of like-minded hair
professionals trained in how to
offer a supportive shoulder to
their clients. “It’s about creating
more opportunities for guys to
open up,” says Chapman. “We’re
not counsellors or therapists,
and we’re not meant to be.
The idea is to arm barbers with
the skills to recognise the
signs [of poor mental health].
To ask the right questions –
the direct questions we often
avoid because we’re scared
of the answers we may get.
To listen, without judgement.
And finally, to help.”
Though Chapman has
completed courses in mental
health first aid and suicide
prevention, he knows that not
everyone has the time or
money to go to the same
lengths. What he wanted was
to trim away the barriers, to

make it as easy as possible for
willing barbers to gain a solid
grounding in mental health.
“We created BarberTalk Lite,
an online questionnaire that
anyone could take for free,” he
explains. “Fifteen questions,
and when you get 100%, you
get a window sticker and a
place on our Lions Google
Map.” In addition, the collective
has just launched BarberTalk
Live, a series of videos that
combine mental health training
with barbering demos.
It’s working. “The first life
we saved was another friend I
could have lost,” says Chapman.
“A good friend of mine, who is
now a big part of the collective,
said that if it wasn’t for the
conversations we had and the
information we gave him, he
would have taken his life. And
I know that since then, we’ve
gone on to help many people,
both clients and other barbers.”

FOR CHAPMAN (SECOND FROM LEFT), TALKING
THROUGH OUR PROBLEMS IS PARAMOUNT

Chapman wants to build on
this success, to open pop-up
barbershops on university
campuses and to campaign for
mental health training to be
introduced into curriculums at
hairdressing colleges. But more
than that, he wants everyone
to know that while the
relationship between barber
and client may be unique, we
all have unique relationships
that can help us surmount
the problems in our lives.
“BarberTalk is aimed at
barbers because we want to
combine it with barber training.
But people out there have
fantastic relationships with
their own colleagues, where
they can spot the signs. The
biggest thing I’ve done is to let
people know it’s OK to talk to
me. Anybody can do that.”
thelionsbarbercollective.com
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KRICHEFSKI (RIGHT)
OPENED UP TO HIS
STAFF ABOUT HIS OWN
STRUGGLES WITH ANXIETY

59%

The
Company
CEO
Josh Krichefski, head of media

of you say that long
hours and unpaid
overtime have had a
detrimental effect
on your well-being
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such as “fast-paced” and
“agile” have lent a dangerous
legitimacy to stress. If you’re
not highly strung, are you
even working, bro? To feel
overwhelmed by it all is seen
as something to be ashamed
of, acknowledges Krichefski.
“And people who have
experienced problems are
often perceived as less able
to cope with work. That’s
unfair and inaccurate.”
Krichefski speaks from
experience. “I’m available 24/7
on the phone. We all are these
days, and it takes its toll. I’ll feel
stress and anxiety, which I’ll be
able to manage during the day,
but at night, I’ve suffered from
bouts of insomnia. Some
people don’t want to get out of
bed in the morning. For me, it’s
waking up in the middle of the
night and not being able to get
back to sleep,” he says.
But rather than put on a
professional swagger in order
to appear “strong” in front of
his employees, Krichefski
displayed far greater strength:
he shared his experiences of
anxiety and insomnia with his
employees. “While I felt a bit
concerned that it might come
across as ‘weakness’, I also felt
that it would resonate with a
lot of people. [As a leader],
you’ve got to be brave. You’ve
got to put your ego aside and
think about the greater good.
Ultimately, you’re there to
serve your people and you’re
there to provide the culture
and environment in which
they can do their best work.
Leaders need to be role
models in this, and that means
being human and authentic.”

“Anyone who’s
had a problem
is seen as unable
to cope. That’s
inaccurate”
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“If you’re the leader of a
business, there’s arguably
nothing more important than
looking after the mental
health of your people.” This
enlightened view would be
unusual coming out of the
mouth of anyone working at
a busy, central London media
agency, let alone the boss. But
Josh Krichefski is no ordinary
boss. As CEO of MediaCom,
he is responsible for the
working lives of more than
1,400 employees. And the way
he sees it, his responsibilities
do not end there.
“Poor mental health is
often stigmatised by society,
particularly within the
workplace,” says Krichefski.
“A lot of the time, these are
talented, highly skilled,
capable people. But a lack
of understanding or flexibility
can make it impossible for
them to do a great job. I feel
that, as businesses, it’s our
responsibility to correct the
societal misconceptions
around mental health.”
Since taking over as CEO
four years ago, Krichefski has
introduced myriad measures
to achieve this. First came
flexible working to combat
presenteeism, then a “no
emails after 7pm” policy, rooms
dedicated to mental health
conversations and the launch
of a “mental health allies”
programme, in which trained
volunteers across the company
are able to offer ad hoc support
to their colleagues. “It’s just
another way that we’ve been
able to make people feel
comfortable to talk, [to let
them know] that you can
bring your true self to work.”
In the cut and thrust of the
business world, where KPIs and
targets are sacred cows, terms
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agency MediaCom
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