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Hello my name’s John, and I have been writing about human resources now since around 

two-thousand and twelve on various topics. 

 

Now I wear many hats but you may know me best as the person who runs the People HR 

blog. 

 

And I am very lucky to run that blog because there’s no real corporate involvement in terms 

of what my editorial focus is. 

 

So I get to talk really about what’s important to human resources professionals, now over the 

last six months or so you may have noticed if you’ve been following our blog that I talk a lot 

about mental health and wellbeing.  

 

Okay, and there’s a reason for this, and that’s because you know mental health and 

especially mental ill health, is a growing problem. 

 

It’s a growing epidemic, which is causing problems for employers and as employers we’re 

actually not doing enough to talk about it. 

 

And so for the next twenty minutes we will be talking about mental health, and I’m going to 

be talking about how you can prevent these silent epidemic of mental ill health, from silently 

consuming your workforce. 

 

Because if you don’t do anything about it that is what it will do.  

 

Okay so more specifically we will be looking at the fact that mental ill health is a growing 

epidemic, now when I say a growing epidemic I mean I want to flip on its head that the 

concept that it is just a fad because it’s popular to talk about.  

 

Okay we’ll be talking about the fact that mental ill health is a silent killer, now when I say 

silent killer I don’t mean necessarily suicidal though indeed mental ill health does lead to 

suicide but I’m talking about the fact that it creeps up on us and the consequences aren’t 

always known until it’s too late.  

 

Because for the most part you can’t see a mental health problem, until it bites you in the 

face. 

 

And I also want to talk about the fact that as employers we are not talking about enough, 

and talking about it won’t make it any worse, It’ll do the opposite actually. 

 

But we’ll get further into that as we go through the next twenty minutes or so. 

 

So in the words of my favourite fictional wizard, Happiness can be found in the darkest of 

places, if only one remembers to turn on the light.  

 

So if we were to turn a light on, onto this growing epidemic of mental ill health, what do you 

think we would see? 
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Now I talk about the growing epidemic of mental health and I know a lot of people are very 

skeptical about whether indeed mental ill health is a growing epidemic.  

 

And whilst that might not be an opinion I necessarily agree with I still think we should be 

looking at it because sometimes, the unpopular opinions are the correct ones.  

 

So I’ve been having a little look around to see what sort of opinions I can find about the fact 

that perhaps mental health or mental ill health is just a fad. 

 

Funnily enough it wasn’t hard to find skeptics mostly they were found hanging around places 

like reddit, you’ll be familiar with it,  so here’s one quote I found which says that it’s kind of a 

trend now, so this person seems to think that mental ill health is quirky and people are 

depressed because it’s cool.  

 

It’s a valid opinion I am not saying that I agree with it but it’s a valid opinion.  

This person says that mental ill health is an excuse, they say that people are claiming to be 

mentally ill to cover up for the fact that they’re not very good at something.  

 

But it’s not just sort of cynics on reddit who you find talking about the “fad” of mental health 

or the fad of mental ill health in fact publishing platform Vice says that we are currently living 

in a climate of mental health white noise. 

 

Now that is something that I actually do agree with because there has been a lot more public 

discussion about mental health over recent years, and because of this there are people 

capitalising on that and you will see a lot of content where people are just producing content 

for the sake of trying to get in on this fad or this trend. 

 

You’ll find articles like ten ways to fix mental health and you click in and actually find that it’s 

bullshit, like you find that there’s nothing in there of value and that’s because that type of 

content that people are producing, that is a bandwagon, that is a fad, and that is damaging. 

 

Okay, but that doesn’t mean that the problem of mental ill health, is a bandwagon, or a fad. 

So let’s take a look at that some more let’s take a look at this growing epidemic a little bit 

more. 

 

So, you might think by growing epidemic what I’m talking about is that mental ill health is 

increasing, that we might be seeing more instances of people mental illnesses and that’s not 

quite what I mean. 

 

I don’t know whether they’re more mental illnesses than there were you know there are now 

than they were in two-thousand and three nineteen-ninety-three or whatever. 

 

What I do know though is that serious symptoms of mental illness, have been increasing 

since nineteen-ninety-three. 

 

So over the last sort of thirty years three decades approximately, I don’t know what mental 

illnesses been doing maybe there’s more maybe there’s less but serious symptoms of 

mental illness, has been steadily climbing. 
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And there are probably lots and lots and lots of reasons for this, but there’s one thing I’d like 

to look at in particular, that I know has changed a lot in the last thirty or so years.  

And the biggest thing that has changed in the last thirty or so years is technology. 

 

We have developed, so, so much technology, we’ve invented things like, things like this, the 

IPhone. (points to smartphone) Which have evolved over time into things like this. (shows 

tablet/iPad)  

 

Now knew technology such as this enables us to create things like this World of Warcraft 

you might be familiar with that, which eventually evolves into more directly stimulating faster 

paced things like this Candy Crush (screenshot of the game) you’re probably very, very 

familiar with that. 

 

Amd all of this leads to familiar images that we may now have all seen such as this (a child 

on an iPad.)  

 

And eventually over time that’s been leading to a work force, that looks a little something like 

this. (illustration 06:58)  

 

Now I don’t want you to take my sort of low quality slides you know and just assume 

because I’ve shown you a picture of a child on an iPad just because I’ve shown you that you 

should suddenly believe that mental ill health is a growing epidemic that’s not what i mean 

that’s not what I am trying to convince you of yet. 

 

Instead I want to turn your attention to famous neuroscientist Baroness Susan Greenfield, 

you may have heard of her let’s take a look at her, here she is! (illustration 07:28)  

This is not a photograph this is actually an illustration and you can probably guess that, our 

artist did actually take some creative licence with this although the likeness isn’t particularly 

bad. 

 

Now I had a conversation recently with Baroness Greenfield, about how technology is 

impacting mental health and indeed how it is shaping and evolving mental ill health. 

 

And the biggest thing I learnt from my conversation with Baroness Greenfield was when we 

use our brain for things, the areas of our brain we’re using grow, it’s something called 

neuroplasticity right, it works very much the same as, let’s say that I were exercising my 

bicep in the gym. 

 

Now you can probably see that I’ve never ever exercised my bicep in the gym, but if I were 

to do that you would think that my bicep would get bigger just like if i were to exercise an 

area of my brain, that area of my brain would get bigger, it would grow because I am using it 

more. 

 

Now you can see this most evident in for example, London taxi drivers, a taxi driver, will 

have a huge hippo-campus, now the hippo-campus is the area of the brain responsible for 

navigation. 

 

And because London taxi drivers are exercising that part of their brain frequently, it grows. 
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If you scan a different type of persons brain, let’s say a gambling addict you will find that the 

areas of their brain responsible for dopamine production and delivery, are enlarged because 

the gambler is stimulating the areas of their brain that deal with reward and instant 

stimulation and instant gratification. 

 

And the bigger that part of their brain gets the bigger, the bigger the thrill they want the more 

they want it the bigger risks they’re willing to take. 

 

But here’s the thing, we’re all so hooked on technology and if you scan the brain of a 

technology addict, you’ll notice that it isn’t that much different to the brain of a gambling 

addict they’re stimulating the same areas in their brain. 

 

Now this is causing problems in the workforce, because there are two types of business risk 

that you can take.  

 

You can take calculated risk, or you can take reckless risks. 

 

Now one of these is good for business, the other one isn’t. 

 

Okay, and when you have a workforce of addicts, the risks that they are taking are reckless 

with short attention spans focusing on the here and now and they are not good for business. 

 

So what does this tell us about the growing epidemic of mental health, mental ill health in the 

workplace? 

 

It tells us that it is a growing epidemic, that there are physically things in this world that are 

shaping the ways our brains work, and it’s not just a fad, it’s a growing, evolving problem.  

 

So if it’s a growing problem, then why isn’t it an obvious problem?  

 

And that’s when we move on to what I talk about when I say that mental health and mental ill 

health rather is a silent killer. 

 

Okay, so we look at the mental health problem and you hear the word killer and that’s a 

purposely provocative word because it probably makes you think of things like suicide, now I 

will touch very briefly on suicide a little later in our little conversation. 

 

However that’s not necessarily what I mean, mental ill health kills more than just the people 

it aflics okay, mental ill health kills productivity, it kills motivation, it kills dreams and it kills 

aspirations.  

 

It kills all the things that make us able to do the things we want to do in life and the reason 

that it’s silent is because you often don’t notice that there’s a problem till it bites you in the 

face. 

 

This picture (11:19) that you can see right now is an example of an obvious problem, so our 

illustrator broke his hand recently and I asked him to draw us a picture, and this is what he 

drew. 
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He drew this picture and it’s still a great picture it’s far better than I could do.   

But it’s not as good as he would usually do, and it was obvious that he had a broken hand 

because I could see he had a broken hand. 

 

And, the results of that are quite obvious you can see here on this picture that it’s not as 

good as his usual stuff. 

 

But it’s easy to see when someone has a broken hand, it’s not so easy to see when they 

have a mental ill health problem. 

 

Let me share with you a story that was shared with me by a chap called Mathew Ross now, 

Mathew Ross is a founder of a small business called the slumber yard.  

 

And he recently had a problem with one of his employees his employee was suffering from 

mental ill health, issue. 

 

Now he explains that they recently had an employee with mental health issues, and he says 

that they were having problems at home and this was causing stress but the thing is Mathew 

didn’t recognise this as a problem because the symptoms that he was seeing, were the 

same as you might see in a lot of people and just put them down to normal temporary things. 

And as a result, Mathew and his co-founder of the business they decided that the problem 

was temporary they decided it would pass and they ignored it. 

 

So let me just focus in on that for a moment, my business partner and I just assumed it was 

temporary and that it would pass. 

 

So what do you think happened? 

 

Do you think that it passed? 

 

I don’t think you do think that because otherwise I wouldn’t have included that in this 

presentation. 

 

No instead Mathew called his colleague one evening to ask him if he’d finished all of the 

tasks that he needed to finish before he locked up the building, and that call sent his 

colleague over the edge. 

 

All of that buildup inside his head of problems, stress and anxiety that he was forcing himself 

to work through all led to the point where one simple phone call sent him over the edge. 

 

And what he did was he actually smashed the entrance to the office, instead of locking up. 

 

Now mathew didn’t know that he’d done this, he only found out when he turned up at the 

office the next day, to find that the door was smashed, homeless people had been sleeping 

in the building they’d taken some food and taken a laptop. 
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Luckily they’d left about one-hundred “K” (one-hundred thousand) worth of inventory in the 

back, so they didn’t know that was there but that could’ve been a lot worse.  

 

And that’s an example of how an issue can remain largely silent we don’t notice there’s a 

problem until it bites us really hard in the face. 

 

Now you might be thinking well of course you’ve told me this story and fine it’s a legitimate 

story but that doesn’t mean that we’re all working ourselves to the bone when we shouldn’t 

be you know most people surely we’re in tune with our bodies. 

 

We know when we need to rest, we know when we need to take time off. 

 

Actually, evidence suggests that we are indeed working ourselves to the bone, we’re forcing 

ourselves to work when we shouldn’t be.  

 

And UK employees are actually too afraid to take a sick day. 

 

How do I know this? 

 

Well we recently surveyed two-thousand UK employees, and amongst many things we 

learned the following. 

 

We learned that seventy-nine percent of them had actually admitted going into work while 

sick so that’s nearly four in five people who are dragging themselves to work despite not 

being well enough to work. 

 

Of these seventy-nine percent of people, forty percent of them forced themselves to go to 

work because they were worried about falling behind on their workload. 

 

Twenty-four percent of them were going in because they felt too much pressure from their 

boss. 

 

And twenty-two percent of people were forcing them to go to work because they wanted to 

be seen at the office, so they didn’t want people to think that they were slacking they were 

concerned about what other people thought of them. 

 

But these weren’t just people with broken hands or coughs or colds or things where you go 

hey you’re ill, yet you’re working. 

 

Actually twenty-two percent of these people were forcing themselves to go to work during 

intense stress or emotional crisis. 

 

Now, of course the research we did wasn’t particularly pleasant reading, and as such it got 

picked up by all the mainstream media outlets you know we saw these statistics quoted 

(15:42) in the Telegraph, we saw them quoted in the Sun and of course we saw them quoted 

(15:46) in the Daily Star. 
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So as you can see the reason why I call mental ill health silent killer, is because often we 

don’t notice that there is a problem, until it’s too late. 

 

We don’t know something is wrong until it reaches the surface, and that’s an important 

phrase actually until it reaches the surface. 

 

There’s a bit of an unspoken rule, and you might be familiar with this that seems to say.. 

If you talk about mental health, you will create a mental health problem. 

 

No that’s not right, and to highlight what I mean I want to bring this back to science and 

nature. 

 

This is a picture of a worm (16:37), sorry if you don’t like it, but it’s there, it’s real it exists. 

Now let’s forget for a moment all the good things worms do for our gardens but if you’re a 

keen gardener you’ll know that you actually like worms but let’s forget that forget that for a 

moment and let’s pretend that this worm represents a mental ill health problem. 

 

A mental health problem a mental health issue, such as a mental illness let’s pretend that 

that’s what this worm represents.  

 

Now where does this worm live… 

 

It lives in this field (17:10) can you see it? 

 

No, because it’s underground, does that mean that the worm is not there?  

 

No the worm is still there you just can’t see it because it is underground, okay so imagine 

this for a moment then, you’re a bird and you have been given the job of getting rid of all the 

worms that exist inside this field. 

 

Now do you fly over to the field, cast your eyes over it and see no worms and say, job done. 

Of course you don’t, what birds do is they tap on the surface of the soil, and but in doing so 

they are mimicking rainfall and when the worms think that it’s raining they come to the 

surface and when the worm comes to the surface, he bird deals with the problem. 

 

Okay, please excuse my poor visual aids (17:50) if you’re an observant watcher, you’ll 

actually notice that this bird eating this word is a different bird to the one that was tapping on 

the ground but I’m sure you’ll forgive me of that. 

 

I’d like to introduce you to a friend of mine and a close personal inspirational of mine called 

Doctor Shaun Davis now doctor Shaun Davis is the Global Director of Health, Wellbeing and 

Sustainability for the Royal Mail.  

 

He has written a book about mental health which he called the Positive Male Mind, and this 

focuses on the fact that men in particular have trouble talking about mental health issues 

because real men don’t cry right? 
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Now in two-thousand and twelve Doctor Shaun Davis decided to launch an employee 

assistance programme for the Royal mail and he called it feeling first class, and the goal was 

to improve the mental health and wellbeing of all postmen and women throughout the 

workforce. 

 

And a huge focus of this was talking about it, he made it he made it okay to talk about 

mental health openly he made it okay to discuss mental illness at work he made it okay not 

to be okay. 

 

Right? 

 

What do you think happened? 

 

I’ll tell you what happened, absence went up, mental health complaints went up. 

 

And actually his colleagues said Shaun what’re you doing you’ve caused a problem and he 

had to tell them no, I have not caused a problem. 

 

Shaun says our senior executives thought this was a reason to be concerned. But I had to 

tell them that no, that wasn’t quite right. The problem had always been there, but we had just 

lifted a lid on it. We haven’t created problems, we’ve just helped draw them to the surface so 

we can deal with them. 

 

And that’s what you’re doing you’re not creating problems you’re simply drawing them to the 

surface. 

 

See Shaun says ride that spike because once you’ve got through the initial spike, 

complaints, absences and more. 

 

Then you’ll really know how many worms you’re dealing with, now remember what I said 

earlier about the fact that I mentioned suicide very briefly, I’m going to mention that now. 

 

So what’s happening in recent years, in recent months in particular, we’re talking more about 

mental health, do you think we’ve created a problem in doing so? 

 

If you take a look at suicide rates over the last thirty or so years actually, that’s gone down. 

There might be more symptoms of mental health we might be having a growing and evolving 

problem but talking about it certainly hasn’t made the problem worse. 

 

Okay we’re bringing the worms to the surface remember that. 

 

Do you remember that quote from dumbledore?  

 

Happiness can be found in the darkest of places, if one remembers to turn on the light. 

 

It’s so important to remember that talking about mental health won’t make it worse. 
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Because it’s only by talking about it that we can see what we’re dealing with, we can bring 

the problems to the surface, and we can do something about them, we can put measures in 

place to reduce the mental health issues to improve health and wellbeing across our 

workforce. 

 

So I want to conclude and recap with you now, why should we be talking about mental 

health? 

 

Because it’s not just a fad, mental health is a growing and evolving epidemic, we might not 

see it but that’s because it’s a silent killer that creeps up on us, and often we don’t notice till 

it’s too late. 

 

And actually talking about it won’t make it worse, so if you want to stop the growing epidemic 

of mental ill health from consuming your workforce silently then you need to go out there and 

talk about it. 
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