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FOREWORD

The pandemic has been a tumultuous time for employee mental health and 
wellbeing. As well as worries about the physical health effects of Covid-19, 
employees are battling a cocktail of mental health concerns ranging from social 
isolation and the blurring of work and home life, to fears for their job security 
and the education of their children. Levels of anxiety and unhappiness among 
the UK population have increased significantly, with the ONS recently revealing 
the average rating of anxiety between June to September 2020 reached 3.39 
out of 10(1), the highest rating on record.

What is perhaps more worrying is the fact the pandemic has further com-
pounded a situation which existed even before Covid-19 had even emerged. 
Some 828,000 people suffered from work-related stress, depression or anxiety 
in 2019/20, resulting in the loss of 17.9m working days due to time off sick or 
reduced productivity(2).

This dire picture of the mental health of the nation prompted Mind to warn of 
a “second pandemic” of mental ill health. As many as 500 people per day called 
its helpline during October 2020, twice as many as the pre-pandemic rate(3). This 
should matter to employers; not just because addressing it is the right thing to 
do, but also because it affects their bottom line. Analysis by Deloitte(4) found poor 
mental health costs UK employers up to £45bn a year – an extra £6bn since 2016.

This white paper will explore what the main wellbeing challenges are, par-
ticularly among remote workers, and how employers can ensure the focus they 
have given wellbeing throughout the pandemic is maintained.

Ashleigh Webber 
HR and wellbeing editor 
Personnel Today 

With many organisations expressing  
a desire to reduce their office estate,  
remote working is likely to remain in 
place long after the roll-out of Covid-19 
vaccinations have helped us return to 
some semblance of ‘normal’. This shift has 
been challenging, and social isolation is  
a major concern.

Great progress has been made in getting 
employee health and wellbeing at the top 
of the corporate agenda over the past year, 
but this momentum will need to continue 
if employers want to keep their employees 
engaged, happy and well. 

Wherever your organisation is on its 
wellbeing journey, I hope this report 
offers some helpful advice around how 
employee health and wellbeing can be 
maintained as we rethink where and  
how we work.

WHY MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING MATTERS

(1) Office for National Statistics (2021) Personal well-being in the UK, quarterly: April 2011 to September 2020. https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/bulletins/ 
personalwellbeingintheukquarterly/april2011toseptember2020 
(2) Health and Safety Executive (2020) Work-related stress, anxiety or depression statistics in Great Britain, 2020. https://www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/causdis/stress.pdf
(3) Personnel Today (2020) Warning of ‘second pandemic’ of mental ill health. https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/warning-of-second-pandemic-of-mental-ill-health/ 
(4) Deloitte (2020) Mental health and employers: refreshing the case for investment. https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/consulting/articles/mental-health-and-employers-refreshing-the-case-for-investment.html

Dr Philip McRae 
Chief medical officer 
BHSF 

There’s no denying the seismic impact of 
the pandemic for so many; countless  
people have experienced physical,  
mental and financial problems for the first 
time, and those who were already strug-
gling found things even harder. 

And as the way most of us work has 
changed beyond all recognition, business 
leaders need to work together to facilitate 
everyone’s psychological and physical 
wellbeing. 

I hope that this report helps to shine  
a light on how to implement a step 
change; how to kick-start a road map for 
employers or, at the very least, get the 
conversation moving. Starting now could 
see a huge transformation in staff  
engagement, retention and productivity 
in the aftermath of Covid-19, but  
significantly in the years that follow.
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KEEPING WELLBEING ‘TOPPED UP’

A good analogy to use when thinking about employee wellbeing is a reservoir.
Much like an actual reservoir, employee wellbeing has inflows and outflows 

that can be drained and topped up in various ways. Health concerns, social 
isolation, job insecurity and work-life pressures are the cracks in the dam that 
can be detrimental to the reservoir, so it is important to find ways that they can 
be repaired.

As Tracey Paxton, managing director at The Employee Resilience Company, 
says: “Reacting to issues is simply not enough; there is an urgent need to shift 
towards prevention and take a proactive approach to employee wellbeing.”

Even though employees may not be present in their usual place of work, per-
haps because they are working remotely or are on furlough, employers can still 
provide the support, social connection and tools needed to remain resilient.

Academic research has also indicated the extent to which employees have 
been affected by the shift towards remote working. Weekly surveys of univer-
sity employees by the University of Exeter Business School and University of 
Leicester Business School(6) found 38% of staff felt anxious most or all of the 
time during the first lockdown, while 8% felt depressed. Nearly one in five felt 
lonely and a quarter said the competing demands of work and domestic duties 
had taken their toll. 

Figures like these should be a cause for concern for HR teams: long hours and 
the feeling of not being supported can create feelings of dissatisfaction among 
employees, which could affect productivity and staff retention. 

As Kerry Nutley, HCM strategy director at Oracle says: “Increasing workloads 
and the breakdown of barriers between the working day and home life mean 
that employees are working longer than ever. Not only is this putting more 
pressure on mental health already worsening from the pandemic’s impact, it 
could also have an impact on employee burnout and talent retention.”

On a recent webinar, Personnel Today asked HR professionals what they consid-
ered to be the most prevalent wellbeing concerns among their employees.

Social isolation is the most common worry, with 27.8% of respondents  
witnessing this across their workforce. This is followed by anxiety (23.6%), stress 
(19.8%) depression (8.9%) and job insecurity (8.7%).

However, it does not appear that these concerns have translated into time 
off work. Some 65% say they have not seen an increase in non-Covid-related 
sickness absence since March 2020, possibly indicating that their people are 
soldiering through. 

In lockdown, employees have spent longer at their desks and are facing a 
larger workload than before the pandemic hit. Tech firm NordVPNTeams(5)  
recently analysed data from servers used by its corporate clients and found UK 
workers have increased their working week by almost a quarter and are logging 
off at 8pm, on average.

A CAUSE FOR CONCERN

Prezzo
Italian restaurant chain Prezzo introduced BHSF’s employee 
assistance programme (EAP) with access to a free, confidential, 
independent helpline for its team, which has been an invaluable 
resource while the majority of its staff have been on furlough for 
much of the past year.

Financial worries, isolation as a result of shielding and long-term 
job security worries have been rife among its workforce.

Head of HR Hayley Moosa says: “The impact on colleagues has 
been intense in a variety of ways; physical, financial and mental. 
Having such a robust programme of support and benefits in place 
has been key to helping our teams today, but it will also be vital for 
our future recruitment and retention needs.”

Reacting to issues is simply not 
enough; there is an urgent need  
to shift towards prevention and  

take a proactive approach to 
employee wellbeing

Tracey Paxton, The Employee Resilence Company





Stress 19.8%

Anxiety 23.64%

Depression 8.94%

Social isolation 27.83%

Job insecurity 8.71%

Physical health concerns 4.86%

Financial concerns 5.43%

Unsure 0.79%
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What are the most prevalent concerns your employees have experienced 
over the past year?

Have you seen an increase in non-Covid-related sickness absence since March?

Yes
15.38%

No
65.16%Unsure

19.46%

CASE STUDY

(5) Bloomberg (2021) Remote Working’s Longer Hours Are New Normal for Many. https://www.bloomb-
erg.com/news/articles/2021-02-02/remote-working-s-longer-hours-are-new-normal-for-many-chart
(6) Personnel Today (2020) Covid-19 worries not only factor in affecting remote workers’ wellbeing, finds 
study. https://www.personneltoday.com/hr/covid-19-worries-not-only-factor-affecting-remote-workers-
wellbeing-finds-study/ 
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(7) Mind (2021) Anxiety and panic attacks. https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-
mental-health-problems/anxiety-and-panic-attacks/causes-of-anxiety/ 

YOUR WELLBEING JOURNEY

Although an employer’s duty of care for the safety, health and welfare of its 
workforce has been in place since the Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 was 
introduced, the events of the last year appear have been the wake-up call  
employers needed to take firm action on wellbeing and mental health. 

Our survey on a recent Personnel Today webinar found wellbeing has moved 
up the corporate agenda at 88.6% of organisations over the past year.

This is encouraging news, but it’s clear that their wellbeing journey is far from 
over. The same group of HR professionals were asked whether they had imple-
mented a new wellbeing strategy during the pandemic and more than a third 
(35.4%) said it was on their to-do list.

Wherever your organisation is on its wellbeing journey, addressing the top 
five wellbeing concerns highlighted earlier should sit at the heart of your  
approach.

Social isolation
Company or team-wide events such as quizzes, webinars or ‘town hall’ meet-
ings held over video conferencing software are a simple, low-cost way of bring-
ing employees together. One-on-one catch-up meetings between managers 
and their reports, or virtual coffee meetings between colleagues, can open up 

conversations about how people are feeling and provide an alternative to some 
of the ‘water cooler’ conversations that spark social connection in the work-
place.

Anxiety, stress and depression
Feelings of anxiety, stress and depression are sometimes triggered by exhaus-
tion, long working hours, job security fears and other life-difficult situations, 
according to Mind(7). While employers may not have the solution to all of an 
employee’s life concerns, taking steps to reduce work-related stress such as 
developing an action plan and monitoring how an individual is coping with it; 
regular check-ins; and providing access to and signposting towards specialist 
support services can help alleviate employees’ worries. 

Job insecurity
Being transparent and communicating with employees about any tough 
business decisions that need to be made and why they need to be taken is key. 
This should be paired with the opportunity for staff to ask questions and the 
provision of support to those affected or worried about their job security. 

Gympass
Gympass, a corporate fitness platform, introduced social activities 
for its employees over video conferencing software last March. 
It has kept these up throughout the year, recognising that they 
provide valuable social connection and a break from day-to-day 
work and lockdown challenges.

Luke Bullen, Gympass UK & Ireland CEO says: “One that’s 
worked really well is ‘MyWholeSelf’ sessions, where everyone is 
invited to join a group Zoom and share the things that have made 
them happy that month; from a new film, a book or a podcast 
recommendation to a new wellness routine. It both helps everyone 
to feel connected and gives people new ideas for how to stay 
stimulated during lockdown. 

“Our Monday morning ‘10 at 10s’ are very popular; we meet 
virtually as a group every Monday at 10am, and either go for a walk 
together, meditate, stretch or just chat.”

Has wellbeing moved up your company agenda in the past 12 months?

Have you implemented a new wellbeing strategy since the first national lockdown?

42.01%
22.57% 35.42%

Yes
 –

 b
ut

 w
e 

were a little late to the party

No – it’s on our to-do list

No
9.79%

Unsure
1.55%Yes

88.66%
 

Wiser
When faced with having to furlough 80% of staff to protect jobs last 
year, creative recruitment company Wiser wanted to establish a 
programme of activities to keep employees connected.

For those on furlough it founded ‘Furloughborough University’ 
which offers the opportunity to take part in optional seminars 
on topics such as career progression and mental health; fitness 
classes; wellness sessions and social activities – giving them a 
“purpose” while they are away from work.

“Especially the [seminars] for managers, we really focused on 
the wellbeing of our people and to help them to connect with their 
people with compassion,” says head of people and performance CJ 
Bedford.

“Connecting with people is really important, so they feel 
comfortable talking about the challenges they are facing, feel they 
have somebody they can rely on, and to have somebody who can 
listen to them.”

CASE STUDYCASE STUDY
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FORMING AND MAINTAINING YOUR WELLBEING STRATEGY

Taylor, regional manager at BHSF, says an effective communications strategy is 
vital for encouraging uptake. 

“It comes down to the type of organisation you have and who you’ve got 
working there,” he says. “We do quite a lot of work with the NHS organisation 
and we’ve seen quite an uptake of their employee assistance programme just 
by including an email footer with prompts and reminders that go out with 
every internal email.”

Poster campaigns that can be sent out digitally and optional webinars high-
lighting the support on offer may also be beneficial.

4 Connect people
Keep staff connected, even when they may not be able to socialise physically, 
to raise morale and promote teamwork. As well as regular catch-ups via  
online meeting tools, many organisations encourage employees to work  
towards common wellbeing goals such as collectively running a marathon. 

Wiser’s director of people and performance CJ Bedford says that short  
“stand-up” meetings on a Monday morning help keep everybody informed 
about what colleagues and the company are doing.

5 Measure success
Make sure you have mechanisms in place to establish what works and what 
could require a rethink. This could be done by monitoring KPIs around  
productivity, return on investment, sickness absence, and by conducting  
individual and departmental health and wellbeing audits.

However, you decide to bolster your wellbeing offering for remote workers, 
action is better than inaction and your organisation will benefit from more 
engaged, productive and happier employees.

With a blend of office and home working, or a fully remote workforce, being 
considered by many organisations after the pandemic, a strategy for  
maintaining remote workers’ wellbeing will remain vital long after the Covid-19 
‘flexperiment’ is over.

“The situation has led us to question how we work and the need to break old 
paradigms,” says Tracey Paxton. “We need to change many aspects of how we 
live, how we work, and more importantly how we treat each other. So, it’s vital 
that we support employees to create a more comfortable and better work-life 
balance in 2021.”

Whether you are creating a wellbeing strategy from scratch or fine-tuning an 
existing strategy to ensure it remains effective, there are five things HR teams 
and wellbeing professionals should consider.

1 Listen to feedback
What are your employees telling you they need? Is there anything missing from 
your current wellbeing strategy? What initiatives have been, or will be, well 
received? Listening to employees and act on their feedback to help ensure a 
wellbeing strategy remains relevant and helpful.

2 Engage senior leaders
Encourage managers and the senior leadership team to take employee well-
being seriously and to champion wellbeing initiatives. This will ensure that it 
becomes a main point of discussion during critical meetings and will show em-
ployees that their mental health and wellbeing is a priority for the organisation.

3 Communicate support
Ensure employees are aware of the support in place and how to access it. Karl 
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ABOUT BHSF CONNECT

BHSF Connect is an app that connects essential health and wellbeing services, 
putting them at the fingertips of your workforce to help them manage their 
own emotional, financial and physical wellbeing.

What can that mean for you as an employer?
l  Reduced stress and anxiety across your workforce
l  Increased engagement at work
l  Reduced absenteeism and presenteeism
l  Saves you time by helping your workforce manage their own health and 

wellbeing
l  An efficient and effective solution for fulfilling your company’s wellbeing 

commitments.

BHSF Connect is customisable – you can incorporate your branding and  
company information to make it your company’s health and wellbeing app.  
It connects your employees to the following services:
l  24/7 access to a GP from anywhere in the world
l  Confidential helpline for support with counselling and emotional matters
l  Smarter spending – discounts and special offers on hundreds of  

well-known brands
l  Discounted gym membership and nutrition advice
l  An online health checker with advice on healthy eating and exercise plans
l  Support for employees caring for dependent relatives
l  Access to private medical specialists
l  Tips for cyber safety and an email scanning service
l  Expert and practical domestic and family legal advice 24/7 365 days
l  Impartial and confidential debt and welfare benefits support.

“BHSF Connect has been a great assistance. The confidential helpline has 
helped reduce absences and promote employee mental health and wellbeing. 
Being able to support employees through difficult times not only helps them 
feel supported at work but also helps us retain valued staff,” says Stephanie 
Coffey, HR advisor, JS Wright.

 
For health and wellbeing support visit bhsf.co.uk/bhsf-inform/

https://www.bhsf.co.uk/bhsf-connect/
https://www.bhsf.co.uk/bhsf-inform/

