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About this guide
Having a supportive conversation about mental health is one of the most impactful things a manager can do. Research shows that early, empathetic conversations significantly improve outcomes for employees experiencing mental health difficulties - and that most people simply want to be listened to without judgement.
This guide is not about turning managers into therapists. It is about giving managers the confidence, language and structure to have honest, caring conversations - and to signpost to the right professional support when it is needed.
You do not need to have all the answers. You just need to listen well, respond with care, and know when to refer on.
SECTION 01
Why This Matters

Mental health difficulties are common. According to the Mental Health Foundation, approximately one in four people in the UK will experience a mental health problem each year. In any workplace of meaningful size, several employees will be dealing with something significant at any given time. Many will not disclose it.
Managers are often the first - and sometimes the only - person an employee will turn to. The way that initial conversation goes can determine whether the person seeks help, stays in work, discloses further, or withdraws entirely.
A manager who responds well can make an enormous difference. A manager who responds awkwardly, dismissively or by immediately escalating can make things significantly worse.
Managers are not expected to be mental health experts. They are expected to be human - to notice, to reach out, to listen and to care. The practical skills that make a mental health conversation effective are the same skills that make someone a good manager in general: curiosity, empathy, patience and honesty.
SECTION 02
Recognising the Signs

Mental health difficulties are not always visible. Many people work hard to conceal them - particularly in workplaces where they do not feel safe to disclose. Nonetheless, there are often observable signs that something is wrong. The key is to notice change - not to look for a particular set of symptoms.
▪ Changes to Watch For
	-  Uncharacteristic absences, lateness or early leaving
	-  Sudden changes in mood, energy or demeanour

	-  Reduced concentration or a drop in the quality of work
	-  Withdrawal from colleagues or usual social interactions

	-  Increased irritability, tearfulness or emotional responses
	-  Physical complaints with no apparent medical explanation

	-  Expressing hopelessness, worthlessness or feeling overwhelmed
	-  Neglecting their appearance or personal care

	-  Talking about being unable to cope or not wanting to carry on
	-  Increased use of alcohol, mention of substance use



If an employee ever expresses thoughts of suicide or self-harm, do not leave them alone. Stay calm, take what they say seriously, and contact HR or a mental health professional immediately. In an emergency, call 999. This situation is beyond the scope of a management conversation.
SECTION 03
Before the Conversation

▪ Preparing to Have the Conversation
-  Choose a private, quiet space - never raise a concern in an open-plan area or corridor
-  Choose a time that is unhurried - do not squeeze it in between back-to-back meetings
-  Let the person know you would like to check in with them - give them a gentle heads-up rather than an ambush
-  Know what support is available before you start: EAP contact details, HR contact, Occupational Health process
-  Set your own expectations: your role is to listen and signpost - not to solve, diagnose or counsel
-  Be prepared for the person to say they are fine when they are not - this often takes more than one conversation

You do not need a reason to check in. "I've noticed you seem a bit different lately - how are you really doing?" is enough. Most people are simply waiting for someone to ask with genuine intention to listen.
SECTION 04
The Conversation - A Practical Framework

The following structured framework gives managers a practical shape for a supportive mental health conversation. It is not a script - adapt it naturally to the situation and the individual.
	STEP
	SUGGESTED LANGUAGE AND APPROACH
	KEY PRINCIPLE

	1 

Open with Care
	• "I wanted to check in with you properly - how are you really doing?"
• "I've noticed you seem a little different lately, and I wanted to make sure you're okay."
• "There's no agenda to this conversation - I just wanted to see how you are."
	Warmth and genuine curiosity. Use the person's name. Make eye contact. Signal that this conversation matters.

	2

Listen Actively
	• Let the person speak without interruption
• Use open, brief encouragers: "Tell me more", "I see", "What happened then?"
• Do not try to problem-solve, fix or give advice at this stage
• Be comfortable with silence - do not rush to fill it
	Listening is the most important part of the conversation. Most people do not need advice - they need to feel heard.

	3

Acknowledge and Validate
	• "That sounds really difficult - I can understand why you're finding it hard."
• "Thank you for telling me that - it takes courage to share this."
• "It makes complete sense that you're feeling this way given what you're dealing with."
	Do not minimise, compare or jump to solutions. The feeling is valid regardless of whether you agree with the interpretation.

	4

Ask What They Need
	• "What would be most helpful for you right now?"
• "Is there anything practical I could do that might make things a bit easier?"
• "Would it help to talk to someone outside of work - I can share details of the EAP?"
	Let the person lead. Do not assume what they need. Often the answer is simply to be heard and to know someone cares.

	5

Signpost Support
	• Share EAP details confidentially
• Mention the option of an Occupational Health referral if relevant
• "Would it be helpful to involve HR - they can advise on what support might be available"
• Offer to explore reasonable adjustments to workload or working pattern
	Know your resources before the conversation. Have the EAP number ready. Signposting is not dismissal - frame it as additional support, not a handover.

	6

Agree Next Steps
	• "Would it be okay if I checked in with you again at the end of the week - just to see how you are?"
• "I'll keep this between us unless you'd like me to involve HR - what would you prefer?"
• "Let's stay in touch - please know my door is open"
	A conversation without follow-up can feel like a box-ticking exercise. Commit to the next contact and follow through.


SECTION 05
What to Say and What to Avoid

The language used in a mental health conversation matters enormously. The table below contrasts helpful and unhelpful responses. These are not meant to be memorised - they are meant to help managers develop an instinct for what lands well and what can inadvertently cause harm.
	✔  SAY OR DO THIS
	✖  AVOID THIS

	✔ "How are you really doing?"
	 ✖"You just need to push through it."

	✔ "I'm here to listen - there's no rush."
	✖ "Everyone feels like that sometimes."

	✔ "That sounds incredibly difficult."
	✖ "Have you tried just thinking positively?"

	✔ "Thank you for trusting me with this."
	✖"You don't seem that bad to me."

	✔ "What would help most right now?"
	✖ "I'll need to escalate this to HR." (without warning)

	✔ "You're not alone - there is support available."
	✖ "What do you have to be stressed about?"

	✔ "Tell me more about how that's affecting you."
	✖ "Just let me know if you need anything." (and then disappearing)

	✔ "Would it be okay if I check in with you again?"
	✖ "You just need to be more resilient."


SECTION 06
After the Conversation

▪ Manager Follow-Up
☐ Check in with the person again within [e.g. 3-5 days] - do not leave the conversation as a one-off
☐ Follow through on any practical commitments made (workload adjustment, EAP referral details, HR contact)
☐ Monitor for further signs of difficulty - remain attentive without being intrusive
☐ Make brief contemporaneous notes of the conversation and any agreed actions - store securely and with discretion
☐ Consult HR if you are unsure how to proceed, if the concern is serious, or if formal support may be needed
☐ Take care of your own wellbeing - these conversations can be emotionally demanding. Debrief with HR or a trusted colleague if needed
▪ When to Involve HR or Occupational Health
-  The employee consents to HR involvement and would benefit from specialist support or advice on reasonable adjustments
-  The employee's mental health is significantly affecting their ability to work; an OH referral may be appropriate
-  The employee is on or about to go on extended sick leave
-  There are safeguarding, disclosure or risk-to-others concerns that require escalation
-  The manager is unsure of the right next step - HR is always the right first call in these circumstances

If an employee discloses thoughts of suicide or self-harm, or you have reason to believe they may be at immediate risk, do not leave them alone, do not promise confidentiality, and contact emergency services or a mental health crisis line immediately. The EAP can provide guidance in a crisis - the number is [EAP contact]. This is not a situation to manage alone.
SECTION 07
Supporting Your Own Wellbeing as a Manager

Supporting a colleague through a mental health difficulty can be emotionally draining. Managers who regularly hold space for others can experience compassion fatigue - a cumulative emotional toll that, left unaddressed, can affect their own wellbeing and effectiveness.
It is not selfish to look after yourself. It is a prerequisite for being able to look after others. The following habits help managers stay well while doing this important work:
-  Debrief after difficult conversations with HR or a trusted colleague - you do not need to carry it alone
-  Use the EAP yourself - it is available to you, not just your team
-  Set and maintain boundaries - being supportive does not mean being available at all hours
-  Know what is and is not within your role - your job is to listen and signpost, not to solve everything
-  Ask for support from HR or Occupational Health when a situation is complex or persistent

For manager training in wellbeing conversations, mental health awareness and psychological safety - contact White Cube Consulting at hello@whitecubeconsulting.com or call 01224 531524.
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