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PPMA Managing Wellbeing in the Post-Covid Workplace 

Follow-up Links & Resources 

Hi and thanks for attending the PPMA wellbeing webinar I ran recently. I said during the webinar 

that I would share some follow-up links and resources related to the wellbeing topics I was 

discussing. I thought it would be useful first to share the transcript with you, which you’ll find 

directly below. And I’m sharing some additional sets of resources…  

Secondly, you’ll find links to important research and papers, which I think you’ll find useful. You’ll 

find that on page 8. 

Thirdly, there’s some background about why most people have struggled through Covid, the 

lockdowns and the associated the impact on workplaces. That’s on page 9. 

And lastly, you’ll find links and resources related to ways to boost wellbeing and promote resilience. 

These are based both on the research evidence and my personal experience. That begins on page 

10. 

The recent lockdowns have been tough mentally for most of us, but for those who already 

experience mental health problems, it’s been particularly difficult. The reality though is that anyone 

can struggle at times, especially when their circumstances are particularly difficult. There’s no doubt 

however that we can all take steps to boost our own wellbeing, and that’s the main focus of this last 

set of resources –  to look at what we can do, rather than at what we can’t do anything about. 

Best wishes and hope you find something helpful here! 

Alan Bradshaw, Business Psychologist 

 

Managing Wellbeing in the Post-Covid Workplace – Transcript 

OPENING SLIDE 

A little more on my background –  

I’ve worked for 25 years with organisations and managers in the fields of stress management and 

workplace mental health. I started with conducting stress audits and surveys, but quite quickly I 

realised that surveys had some big drawbacks, and in fact the biggest need was to provide training 

and tools for managers, because frankly, there were none!  

So I set about addressing that and that really became my major and unique contribution to this field, 

to give managers and teams the tools they needed to proactively manage the risks themselves.  

Before I star, it’s a good idea write a few notes as that helps with memory, but a recording will be 

available. Also, there’s a follow-up resource with links to more information about what I’m 

discussing today. And more training will be available if there is a demand. 

Right let’s get underway… 

2 MINS 
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CHANGE SLIDE – WHAT HASN’T CHANGED? 

Managing stress and mental health at work: what hasn't changed? 

The legal position – the duty of care, legal obligation to conduct risk assessments, the obligation to 

make reasonable adjustments in cases of MH disability, and the common law duty to protect 

employees from risks to their wellbeing which are reasonably foreseeable – all those have been 

around for ages 

Business risks, the costs of stress and mental ill health, likewise have always been there. In 2020, the 

cost per employee in the private sector was £1,652. But while costs of absence been dropping, the 

costs of presenteeism have been rising steeply. 

We don’t really know yet how covid will affect those costs, but I suspect they might become more 

extreme and exaggerated. 

Health risks – always been sig health risks related to stress mostly related to comorbities where 

common mental health problems like stress, anxiety and depression co-exist and interact with 

physical conditions: links with BP, heart disease and stroke, with MSKs, self-medication and sleep 

problems. Perhaps the most interesting area for current research is around links with inflammation 

and auto-immune disorders. 

Clearly, covid has had a major impact specifically on mental health and wellbeing and going to say 

more on that shortly. 

What HAS changed? Mental health awareness, cultural changes, especially around openness, 

reduced stigma, more research leading to a changed Govt approach emphasis around guidance.  

Overall, I’ve picked up on a huge change in SENTIMENT about mental health at work in the last 5 

years, not just around business case but the moral and ethical case – that promoting wellbeing and 

tackling mental health problems at work is the RIGHT THING TO DO. 

4.5 MINS 

I’d like to turn now to the specific impact of Covid:  

 

CHANGE SLIDE – IMPACT OF COVID 

Why such an impact on workplace wellbeing?  

• The first reason is the massive adjustment we’ve had to make (work, finance, home, 

relationships, care, education, etc) and suddenly, with no time to prepare  

• Also, the sense of loss and bereavement 

• The lack of perceived control over what was happening to us 

• The bewilderment and uncertainty we all felt  

• The continuous saturation of bad news, fuelled by our devices and social media, leading to 

negative emotional contagion 

• The lack of social support 

Who has experienced the worst outcomes? 

Well, it depends a lot on your circumstances! 
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Women, those already experiencing inequalities, people in certain sectors, younger / early careers 

workers, those living alone, and those with challenging caring responsibilities have all experienced 

more problems. 

How has people's wellbeing been affected? 

Biggest mental health impact by far has been in anxiety, but also increases in depression. Anxiety 

been fuelled by loneliness and isolation and lack of social support. For many, this has been severe 

and levels of anxiety, especially in women, have been the highest ever recorded. I will share some of 

the research data with you in the follow-up resource if you’re interested in finding out more.  

3 MINS 

 

CHANGE SLIDE - IMPLICATIONS 

Implications for managing risks to wellbeing (including stress): 

I’d like now to discuss the practical implications of all of this – what do we need to do, and I’d like to 

start by looking at the organisational implications. I’ll share some useful links and resources with you 

afterwards if you want to find out more, especially about recently proposed mental health standards 

and something called the ‘mental health commitment.’ 

 

The implications for organisations (including leaders, HR and SHE managers) 

Organisations are going to need to have a systematic, joined-up approach, a mental health plan, 

which they will implement to promote mental wellbeing, enable a mentally health culture, prevent 

stress, manage risks and provide appropriate timely support when people are struggling. 

This starts at the top with leadership and senior management commitment. In practical terms, that 

means board ownership and accountability, with a board member leading on mental health and 

wellbeing. A key aspect of this is going to be internal and external reporting to improve transparency 

about organisational mental health performance. I think that in the future there will be specialist, 

non-execs on many boards to hold exec directors to account on mental health, to ask the difficult 

questions about governance and make sure the ship is going in the right direction. 

Organisations are going to need to get much better at monitoring mental wellbeing. This has 

become much more of a challenge since covid, but not impossible. In my view, this should really be 

called ‘monitoring by consent’, because it’s not going to work without openness and active 

cooperation. It needs to be mutual, not ‘big brother’ monitoring, which would backfire. 

Organisational culture will become a key area for development, with an emphasis on creating a good 

quality of working life and enabling the right behaviours, especially those that promote trust, 

openness, involvement and support. 

The design of work, working conditions and working environments and the interface between work 

and home are going to have much more attention than before. A highly flexible way of working is 

going to be the norm, with a good work-life balance.  

Directors of SHE and HR will work much more closely together to align the management of risks to 

mental wellbeing with culture and engagement. We’ll see much less silo-working than we do now. 
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Managers and employees will be much more involved as champions and they will be listened to. 

They will be actively engaged and will influence organisational wellbeing decisions. 

Education about stress and mental health will be an integral part of training provision and training 

for managers will be absolutely key to this. I’m going to say more about that shortly. Partly this is 

about enabling people to have sensitive conversations and signposting support. 

Organisations will need to have tailored in-house support. That means a combination of both 

internal and external support, appropriate to the organisation, and making sure everyone 

understands how to access that support. 

I think in general, organisations are going to need to get much, much better at benchmarking and 

measurement of mental wellbeing, so that they can establish how they’re doing and monitor 

progress. In future, it’s likely too that they’ll been feeding this information back internally to 

employees and externally to stakeholders and investors. 

As I discuss the organisational implications, I’m wondering what you’re thinking about what I’ve had 

to say. You’re maybe thinking this is pie in the sky, idealistic nonsense, but I can assure you that it is 

not and that it does reflect the direction of travel. Large and public sector organisations, which many 

of you may supply to, are already being encouraged to ask suppliers about their own management 

of mental wellbeing and to use that information as a key criterion for selecting suppliers. 

5 MINS 

 

The implications for managers; what do managers need to know and do to manage wellbeing risks 

in the New Normal? 

I’d now like to discuss the implications for managers and what they need to know and do. There’s an 

awful lot I could say here but I’ll stick to some key points. I do want to emphasise though that 

managers are fundamental to managing stress and mental health at work, and they have become 

even more important since covid, now that so many of us are working remotely, flexibly, on our 

own, and from home. This change has significantly increased the risk of stress and mental health 

problems in employees, and increased the challenge that managers face in managing those risks 

Based on all the evidence, and my experience, I came to the conclusion several years ago that stress 

management best practice came down to four key areas: awareness, prevention, monitoring and 

responding. That framework hasn’t changed with covid – if anything it’s only reinforced how 

important these areas are for managers. 

I’d like to talk quickly you through how this looks in terms of training, which nowadays is all 

delivered virtually, so you have a feel for what’s involved. 

Under awareness, we look to raise manager awareness of the mental health impact of covid and 

why so many employees have struggled. We also raise awareness of the broad risk categories I 

mentioned earlier: health, business and legal risks. And we look specifically at risk factors for work-

related stress. 

Under prevention, we look at two main aspects. Firstly, related to prevention, there’s the proactive 

management of stress risks related to work. I have developed tools to help managers do this activity 

with teams or individuals. One enables managers to build a profile of stressful situations, and 

another enables the development of plans to manage and minimise risks. Essentially, these tools 
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enable any manager to complete stress risk assessments. Secondly, we look at manager behaviours, 

those that can prevent and reduce stress and those that can cause or increase stress and we 

signpost tools managers can use to get feedback and make changes. 

Monitoring is the third aspect, and it’s really about managers establishing if they should have a 

cause for concern about mental wellbeing in a team member. This has become more difficult since 

many managers are managing people remotely, so we explore the new challenges with this and have 

managers develop a simple monitoring plan. As I mentioned earlier, key to this is monitoring by 

consent and we discuss this along with the types of routines managers will need to agree with 

employees to do this effectively. 

Responding is the fourth aspect. Essentially, it’s what managers need to do if/when they have a 

concern. Mostly, this is about having sensitive conversations and what is more likely to lead to better 

outcomes. But we also explore both internal and external support structures, as support is likely to 

be part of any plan to minimise risks to employee wellbeing. Of course, there are some tricky issues 

to discuss like boundaries and confidentiality. 

4 MINS 

 

The implications for employees; how best can we support employees? 

I’d now like to say something about support for employees. Most of the clients I’ve worked with 

(who are mainly large orgs) had good, externally provided support structures like Employee 

Assistance Programmes, where employees can access a range of confidential advice and support, 

and Occupational Health, which can provide useful feedback for managers. 

But of course, many smaller organisations don’t have the resources to offer these kinds of services 

to all employees. So how best can we support employees? From my point of view, this is less about 

what you haven’t got and more about thinking through what you have; how well that’s working, and 

what you might need to do to improve support? 

Support is one of those important things to benchmark and there are some important questions to 

consider. 

Firstly, it’s a good idea to list the support structures or services you do have in place. 

Then for each support, here are some good questions: 

• How aware are managers and employees about this?  

• To what extent is the support structure used currently? 

• How do people typically find out about it? 

• What do we do, and when, to promote the service? How frequently? What communication 

channels do we use? 

• Do managers signpost people when they have a concern? 

• What feedback and data do we have that sheds light on the answers to these questions? 

Remember, managerial support and social or peer support are both important in managing risk of 

stress. The manager is the single most important support person.  

And please don’t discount training as a type of support. Recently, since covid I’ve found that there’s 

a demand for two types of training that can help, training to help employees manage worries and 
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concerns, and training to promote wellbeing and enable resilience. So I’ve found it’s good to focus 

training on both the negative and positive wellbeing outcomes. 

Returning to what I said earlier, my advice is to put support in context and not to view support for 

employees in isolation. You need to think: How does this fit with our strategic wellbeing objectives? 

Do leaders and managers set the right example? Does our culture enable people to be open and 

disclose when they’re struggling and enable them to access appropriate support when they need it? 

It’s all linked. It’s joined up and connected. If you can join the dots in a cohesive way, it will have a 

huge return on investment, as much as 9 or 10 times to cost of interventions. 

4 MINS 

 

Tips for looking after your own wellbeing and helping others 

In the last section of this webinar, I’ve got some more general tips and strategies I’d like to share 

before I take questions. 

My first point would be that some sets of circumstances, stressful life events, really are tough to deal 

with. In fact, almost everyone struggles with them mentally, especially if you have a number of 

difficult life events in a short period of time. Covid has been like that. 

So it doesn’t help at all beating yourself up about not coping in those situations. It’s much better to 

show yourself some self-compassion. ‘Self-compassion tips’ is a good thing to google. There’s lots of 

good stuff you can access online. But at its heart is the idea that you treat yourself in the same way 

that a best friend would. Often, our inner voice, the way that we speak to ourselves is very harsh and 

self-critical. We have unrealistic expectations of ourselves and that definitely makes anxiety worse. 

So please cut yourself a bit of slack when things are difficult and show yourself some love, just as a 

very close friend would. 

Secondly, very often those tough sets of circumstances are, genuinely, outside of our control and 

that’s why acceptance is a very important part of managing worries and concerns. Acceptance 

enables us to let go and move on, and focus our efforts on what we can do something about. 

Thirdly, I do think that taking a bit of time to identify your worries and concerns really does help. 

And it’s also good to write them down. Getting them down, and out, onto paper makes a difference 

– it makes them visible. It is better to know what we’re dealing with rather than have vague dread 

and uncertainty about what’s lurking in the shadows. 

Several years ago, I developed a tool for doing this called a Stressful Situations Profiling Tool, and it 

starts with identifying the issues causing concern. Then you can also rank those issues in order of 

importance, which helps with prioritising what to tackle first. 

Related to this, I’d like to say something about planning. Planning around what to do to tackle 

stressful situations can help, but it’s why it helps that’s most interesting. One reason is that it’s 

proactive, it’s taking responsibility and control. I discussed earlier how important perceived control 

was. It really is a key thing.  

But the other thing about having a plan in place is that you can then LET CONCERNS GO and move on 

with your life. I’ll give you a real-life example. Someone I know well is an anxious person like me and 

she is very worried about Brexit and the impact on food supplies. So she bought a second freezer to 

sit under her stairs and she’s gradually filling that up with pre-prepared meals and the kinds of stuff 
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she likes to eat. Although she’s an anxious person, she’s very proactive and a planner, and that 

enables her to manage that anxiety and largely let worries and concerns go… because she knows she 

has a plan for dealing with the stressful situation if or when it arises. If-then planning like this can 

definitely help. 

Fourth, I’d like to talk a bit about switching off. In stress management, we talk about distraction 

techniques and they can really help with anxiety. How people swich off from rumination, persistent 

worries and concerns is very individual, so I think the key thing is to find ways that work for you. 

I can tell you what works incredibly well for me, and that’s walking in nature. I’m already interested 

in the natural world and have had a fascination for it since I was a kid. There’s strong evidence to 

show that spending time in nature is good for mental health. Again, the real question is why? 

I find that what happens when I’m walking in nature is that I move naturally towards present-

moment thinking. I stop worrying about what might happen with Covid or Brexit and I start looking 

at birds and listening to their songs (thinking about which birds are singing). I notice bugs on rocks 

and start seeing the interesting patterns made by lichens on trees. I smell the damp earth and 

rotting leaves. I feel the rain or the sun on my skin (the former is more likely in Scotland!) 

Frequently, I’m STOPPING to take a closer look or take a picture. You can see what’s happening here. 

My attention, all my senses, are taken up by what’s happening now. I’m savouring that, and for most 

of time when I’m walking, I can let go of worries or concerns. They don’t disappear completely of 

course. But for periods of time, I’m preoccupied by other stuff, the stuff that I love, that I’m in awe 

of and am fascinated by. I’m always curious about what I might see, hear or smell, and I that triggers 

a desire to learn about those things. 

A couple of things related to this, which are relevant to our discussion. This kind of activity is 

mindful. I started doing this long before anyone spoke about mindfulness. It didn’t have that label in 

the 60s and 70s. But I would urge you to look into mindfulness now and see how you can use 

different, present-moment approaches. They can be very helpful for anxiety. 

But there are other things going on, psychologically, here. Think about my example about walking in 

the woods. I’m doing things which generate positive emotions: joy, serenity, interest, awe, love. It’s 

become clear from the science of positive psychology that we need positive emotions for mental 

wellbeing, not just the absence of negative emotions. 

Also, when I’m walking, I find I’m so engaged and absorbed in what I’m doing that I lose track of 

time. I’ve entered what psychologists call a ‘flow state’ and you can imagine how much that helps 

with switching off worries and concerns. I’m just too busy enjoying myself. If you can find for 

yourself activities where you lose track of time, they are great things to do more of. 

One thing I also do is I keep a record of what I see and do by taking pictures and I share those 

through google, with the world. Google told me yesterday that more than 1.3M people had viewed 

my images. They periodically remind me of where I’ve been and I can look back whenever I like to 

transport myself back through memory and images. Before Covid, I used to do the same with 

business travel all over the UK. Wherever I went, I would take the opportunity to walk round cities 

and take lots of pictures, to feed my curiosity and my mind.  

One last topic before I leave you and take questions. I want to talk about something that can make 

things much worse with anxiety, which is isolation and loneliness. 

I know from my own experience, that it’s very easy indeed to slide inwards, to withdraw socially and 

sink into introspection, to cut yourself off from other people, including those who love and care for 
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you. I include friends in this, and they are very, very important people, more important than you can 

possibly imagine. They are life-savers in many senses of that word. There’s no doubt that Covid and 

its associated lockdowns and impact on work, has fuelled isolation and loneliness. But often, it’s also 

self-inflicted. We start feeling worse, including about ourselves and then we withdraw. No matter 

how tempting it is to do that, it’s never the right thing to do. One of the best bits of stress 

management advice I have seen comes from a great writer on anxiety and mental health called Ned 

(short for Edward) Hallowell. His number 1 tip was NEVER WORRY ALONE and that is great advice. 

Don’t keep it all in, don’t dwell on those worries and concerns, talk to someone about them, 

whether that is a trusted friend or a professional. Talking helps, getting it out helps, and it can also 

help give you a different perspective on things. 

Well that’s it for this webinar. I hope you’ve found it useful. Remember, soon you’ll be able to access 

the recording and we’ll be sending out a follow-up resource, in case you want to find out more and 

access tools and resources linked to what I’ve been talking about today. 

 

Useful research, papers and links on mental health at work 

There has been a lot going on in the last few years about mental health at work. A seminal paper, 

which I would urge anyone to read who has an interest in workplace wellbeing, was published in 

2017. It was called: Thriving at Work. This work was commissioned by then Prime Minister, Theresa 

May. In it, the authors, Stevenson & Farmer, proposed a set of Mental Health Standards, which 

organisations should adopt – core Standards for all organisations and enhanced Standards for larger 

and public sector organisations. This has strongly influenced Govt policy since and the Standards has 

morphed now into the Mental Health Commitment, which integrated the Standards into a more 

streamlined form.  

Running parallel to this work was research carried out by Deloitte into the case for investment. 

Deloitte researchers did all the number crunching to work out firstly the costs of mental ill health at 

work in UK workplaces, and secondly the return on investment from taking organisational action. 

Deloitte revisited this work in 2020 to see now costs had changed and why. 

Of course, this work was carried out before Covid 19 struck, which has had a massive impact on both 

work and wellbeing. One organisation which has been monitoring wellbeing outcomes is the Office 

for National Statistics (ONS). It’s a great idea to have a dig on their website, but a couple of very 

interesting Covid-related articles are on loneliness and differences between women and men. 

Charities like the Mental Health Foundation have been collating research data on mental health 

impacts during the pandemic. This BMJ paper is worth a read on the mental health impact on 

women and younger people, and this article discusses the role of inequalities and mental health 

during the pandemic. 

My own experience working with managers and employees suggests that younger and early-careers 

employees have really struggled, mainly because of uncertainty and worries about their career 

prospects and development. Many managers are finding it tough too because of having to manage 

teams and individuals remotely. Managers new to the role during the pandemic are finding it 

particularly difficult because of not having opportunities to get to know people before managing 

difficult issues like absence and performance. 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers
https://www.mentalhealthatwork.org.uk/commitment/
https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/consulting/articles/mental-health-and-employers-refreshing-the-case-for-investment.html
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandlonelinessgreatbritain/3aprilto3may2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/coronaviruscovid19andthedifferenteffectsonmenandwomenintheukmarch2020tofebruary2021/2021-03-10
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/our-work/research/coronavirus-mental-health-pandemic
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/our-work/research/coronavirus-mental-health-pandemic
https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/10/9/e040620
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/blogs/emerging-evidence-on-covid-19s-impact-on-mental-health-and-health
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Awareness of the Psychological Impact of Covid 

(This section, which I have been discussing with managers during training, has more detail about the 

background into why many people have struggled to cope, while a minority haven’t – I thought you 

would find this useful too, so I’m including it in this resource.) 

In this section I discussed some psychology (‘psych snippets’) that provided insight into the impact of 

Covid on workplace mental health, associated of course with a huge shift towards remote, lone and 

home working. 

The first psych snippet, I discussed was Martin Seligman’s Happiness Formula: H = S + C + V, where H 

is Happiness, S is Set range, C is Circumstances and V stands for things under our Voluntary control. 

Seligman has been one of the most influential psychologists of the last few decades and a leading 

light in the field of Positive Psychology. He discusses this formula at length in his book: Authentic 

Happiness. I’d recommend this book if you’re interested in what I was discussing and as a good intro 

to Positive Psychology. Seligman’s other books are well worth reading too. 

The formula has had its critics and this article is an example of that. 

In the webinar, I highlighted the impact of Covid on our circumstances and mentioned some of the 

research. This ONS blog post will be useful if you want to get some context. This ONS analysis on 

Coronavirus and loneliness is particularly pertinent. 

I went on to discuss several other psych-snippets. It’s worth googling all of the terms below, but 

Wikipedia is generally a good starting off point too so I’ve linked below to the relevant Wikipedia 

entries. 

Social support 

Self-efficacy 

Emotional contagion 

Psychological resilience and ‘hardiness’ 

If you’re anything like me, you’ll find yourself following links from these Wikipedia pages and can 

easily lose a couple of hours! Quite therapeutic in the current circumstances. 

I chatted a bit more at the end of the Awareness section about Positive Psychology. One major figure 

worth checking out is Barbara Fredrickson and her work on the Positivity Ratio and Broaden and 

Build Theory. Again, this work is quite controversial, but very thought-provoking. The essence is that 

positive emotions (like joy, love and fascination) are very important to our wellbeing and the ratio 

we have of positive to negative experience plays a big part in how we feel. Also, that trying new 

activities and ways of doing things, opens up opportunities for growth and enables us to develop 

coping resources that enable greater resilience. 

I didn’t discuss it on the day, but emotion regulation is another big topic in psychology that’s highly 

relevant currently. A few years ago, a number of UK academic psychologists were involved in a wide-

ranging research project on this topic, which led to the writing of a great book on the topic, with an 

even better title! 

Where there are issues you really can’t do anything about, practising ‘acceptance’ can help a lot. 

That’s not easy but worth working at. It’s helpful to accept some things, let go and move on. Their 

power over you in terms of emotional stress fades over time. To quote the famous sports 

https://amzn.to/37TCz4d
https://amzn.to/37TCz4d
https://amzn.to/2UZ8ZoF
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/features/does-the-happiness-formula-really-add-up-2004279.html
https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2020/06/15/how-has-lockdown-affected-our-wellbeing/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/bulletins/coronavirusandlonelinessgreatbritain/3aprilto3may2020
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_support
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-efficacy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_contagion
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hardiness_(psychology)
http://www.positivityratio.com/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1693418/pdf/15347528.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1693418/pdf/15347528.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Emotional_self-regulation
http://www.erosresearch.org/index.php/resources/tools/index.html
https://amzn.to/2ATMB94
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psychiatrist, Prof Steve Peters, sometimes a great way to manage stress is to adopt an AMP strategy, 

that is Accept things as they are, and Move on with a Plan. (Steve Peters’ book, The Chimp Paradox 

is a great read if you’re interested in managing your emotions better). 

In most of the rest of this resource, I’m going to focus on what you can do to better manage your 

own wellbeing, the kinds of things we I discussed after you did the Positivity List exercise during the 

webinar. 

 

Positivity List – Wellbeing Themes 

The Importance of Connection and Friendship 

In all my time working in stress management, I’ve yet to see ‘friendship’ listed as a stress 

management technique, but it should be, because it makes a huge, ongoing difference to our 

wellbeing, including into very old age. 

I regularly see two octogenarians, Matt (82) and Davie (84), when I go for a walk round the village 

where I live. They’ve been friends all their lives, but for the last 50 years or so, they’ve been going for 

a walk together every night. They don’t walk as far as they used to, but they still walk a mile or so, 

and weather permitting they stop at a seat at the top of the local graveyard (the hill which the 

graveyard sits on is called ‘Cemetery Brae’, Brae being Scottish for hill, and I frequently feel like 

death by the time I get to the top!). They sit and chat for about three quarters of an hour, before 

walking together back to where they live. Of course, at their age, they both have some chronic 

health issues, but they look really well. Matt still plays golf most days and Davie still helps out every 

day on the local farm. Sadly, I recently learned that Davie had lost his wife in March. No doubt, Matt 

is a huge support to him. 

I envy them both. Their friendship is sustaining them, keeping them well; it’s keeping them alive. 

Longitudinal research shows clearly that time spent with friends predicts wellbeing into very old age. 

The irony of where Matt and Davy stop for a blether is not lost on me. For men in particular, 

friendship appears to be a vital support structure. There are things we will talk to our friends about 

that we may never discuss with our partners.  

Friendship takes hard work of course. And time. It’s all too easy in our busy, tiring lives to neglect 

this aspect of our wellbeing and forget to keep in touch. However, investing in your friendships is 

one of the best investments you could ever make. It really is worth the effort. Remember, social 

support is the number 1 buffer against the negative effects of stress. 

A wonderful book about ageing and wellbeing is called: Aging Well by George Vaillant.  

One of the best writers about the role of connections and relationships in mental wellbeing is called 

Edward (Ned) Hallowell. He’s also written extensively on anxiety. My favourite book of his is called 

Connect  is wonderful and hugely uplifting, my favourite wellbeing book. For a long time, it appeared 

out of print, but now it’s back on amazon even if it is a bit expensive for a paperback!  

 

Never Worry Alone 

At the other end of the continuum from friendship and social support, lies loneliness and isolation. 

They’re huge and growing problems and Covid has increased the risk. From my understanding of the 

https://amzn.to/2KWeoKb
https://amzn.to/2NcqQ4U
https://amzn.to/2zIgxDW
https://amzn.to/2WB67if
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evidence, the risk to wellbeing (mental and physical) from isolation and loneliness is higher than 

from just about any other risk factor. 

Loneliness and isolation are about how you feel. You can be alone but not feel lonely. It’s feeling 

lonely and isolated that kills. Anyone can feel this way, but the risk is higher in some groups, with 

carers being a notable example.  

I know from personal experience that caring, in my case for someone with a severe, psychotic 

mental illness, is incredibly stressful. When you’re suddenly thrust, out of the blue, into the role of 

‘carer’ it can seem totally bewildering. You don’t know who to turn to for support. Also, it’s largely 

hidden away and stigmatised, such that other people feel awkward taking about it with you, even 

your close friends and family. It was certainly the most stressful, isolating time of my life.  

And I’m not alone. With NHS mental health services in crisis, more and more people are caring for a 

family member who is mentally unwell. With services stretched to breaking point, accessing support 

can be very difficult or impossible. You suddenly have to navigate a new world and learn a whole 

new vocabulary. 

Of course, feeling isolated can happen all too easily at work too. When things are going badly or feel 

out of control, withdrawing into our selves can seem easier, comforting even. But it’s very dangerous 

and can be slippery slope towards depression and despair. If you see a colleague becoming 

withdrawn, please don’t ignore it. Have a conversation, talk to them. Get them talking. Try to build 

up a picture of how they see the situation they’re in. Yes, you’ll probably feel awkward about it, but 

once you’re talking it will get easier.  

I have some tips about feeling isolated: 

• Never worry alone. It’s ok to feel lonely and isolated sometimes. It does not mean you’re a 

bad person, weak or lacking in resilience. Often, it’s a natural, human response to very 

difficult personal circumstances. But if you do feel this way, summon your courage and talk 

to someone about how you’re feeling.  

• Resist the temptation to do everything online. That’s likely to make you even feel more 

isolated and alone and increase the risk of depression. Speak to a real human, on the phone, 

on skype, or even better, face-to-face. Yes, use the internet to do research and access 

resources. It’s great for that, but it’s not a substitute for human contact. We all need to 

connect. 

• Talk to your GP. It can be easy to make negative assumptions that GPs won’t be interested, 

don’t have the time, and so on. But my experience has been that my local GPs were hugely 

supportive, once they knew what was going on. If you don’t get a good response from one 

GP, see another one. GPs act as a primary care ‘hub’ and often can facilitate different 

sources of support. They know only too well the current limitations of NHS mental health 

services and may be able to point you in different directions. 

• See your friends. If you’re feeling bad, it’s easy to assume, wrongly, that you’re likely to be 

bad company and so you stop seeing friends. That’s 100% the opposite of what you should 

do. Friends are vital, more so when you’re feeling down. Pick up the phone. Say ‘Hi’. Go out. 

Be yourself. Friends won’t judge you – they’re friends; it’s a definitional point. 

• Get support at (or through) work. If you can, talk to you manager about how you’re feeling 

and/or what’s going on for you. It will help them put what’s happening for you in context. 

They might then be able to be accommodating, be more flexible and provide or facilitate 

support for you. You could also make use of the Employee Assistance Programme (EAP), 
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which is a confidential support service. You can talk to the EAP about any concerns you have, 

it’s not just for stress and mental health problems 

• Get out more. Getting out of the house, whether it’s just in your garden, local park, at the 

beach or up a hill is often very good for our mental wellbeing. Access to sunshine early in the 

day appears to be particularly helpful for regulating our sleep patterns. Combining getting 

out with social activity, such as a local walking group, also provides social support. One great 

place you can find and join shared-interest groups is Meetup.com. Of course, you could be 

more proactive, become an Organiser and start your own meetup group. I did that and 

found it very beneficial. 

• If you’re feeling like harming yourself or are suicidal, call Samaritans. They have volunteers 

specifically trained to listen to your concerns. 

[A book recommendation passed on by a delegate is The Worry Solution by Dr Martin Rossman – 

thanks Justin for this recommendation!] 

 

The Outdoors and the Natural World 

The wellbeing benefits of spending time in nature have been becoming increasingly apparent. This is 

a great BBC article on this topic from the ‘Trust me I’m a Doctor’ series, and this is one from CNN on 

the role of nature in children’s happiness. 

I mentioned a book by Joe Harkness called Bird Therapy. It’s a great read about the mental health 

benefits of bird watching. Joe is very open about his own mental health challenges and how 

engaging in his hobby helping manage those issues. 

Another book I’d recommend is: Why Do Birds Suddenly Disappear? by Lev Parikian 

There is a link to the previous theme about connection. We can definitely build and grow a 

connection to our local, natural environment – our local ‘patch’ if you like – and feel connected to 

the natural world we find there. And we can feel connected to other places we love too, and be 

curious and learn about what we find in our special, natural places. Learning in this curious, 

discovering way seems particularly beneficial to our wellbeing. 

I discussed Mindfulness in connection with this topic. Mindfulness is about ‘present moment 

thinking’, about focusing your attention on what’s happening right now rather than dwelling on the 

past or worrying about the future. It also can help in terms of perspective, by enabling you to take 

on the perspective of an observer. I talked in the webinar about how I find walking in the woods and 

becoming immersed in the experience so therapeutic. This is related to what has been called 

‘savouring’, a kind of deep, present-moment, immersive enjoyment of an experience. 

An excellent introduction to mindfulness is Mindfulness For Dummies by Shamish Aldina. 

 

Sport, Physical Activity and Wellbeing 

I discussed some of the multiple wellbeing benefits of sport and physical activity during the webinar 

and if you google ‘sport and mental wellbeing,’ you can find loads of useful stuff. 

I’m a golfer and for me, golf is a cornerstone of my wellbeing. Golf is difficult and the Scottish 

weather makes it even more so! But that’s part of the attraction – it’s a skill and you can get better 

https://www.meetup.com/
https://www.samaritans.org/
https://amzn.to/3lS1xYe
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/1bMWbxkFVDwZVqzDTXBj3QC/can-time-in-nature-improve-my-health
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/02/26/health/nature-makes-children-happier-wellness/index.html
https://amzn.to/3ezRIsU
file:///C:/Users/alan/Dropbox/Work-Life%20Solutions%202018/Duradiamond%202018/HSE/HSE%20resources%202020%20training/HSE%20webinars/Why%20Do%20Birds%20Suddenly%20Disappear%3f
https://amzn.to/2WrKm4r
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at it and get a sense of accomplishment from making improvements. It’s competitive too, but in a 

sociable, friendly way. So I have a social life built around my sport and hobby. It’s also a place where 

I can connect with the natural world. Frequently, I see birds of prey and deer and hares, and I’m 

interested in the wild flowers that grow in abundance where I play. It’s also a wonderful distraction 

and a completely different kind of activity from my work, which is mentally challenging and 

sometimes stressful. I love all of that. It’s much more than just sport and exercise. See this from the 

British Medical Journal about the health benefits of golf. 

So my recommendation is to find a sport that gives your wellbeing a boost in multiple ways, like golf 

does for me. A key factor I think is enjoyment, which has to be in there somewhere, even if your 

sport is tough and physically demanding and the enjoyment comes from the sense of satisfaction 

afterwards. 

 

Hobbies, Crafts and Flow States 

You may remember I discussed hobbies and crafts, which can enable flow states. This is where an 

activity is so absorbing that you lose track of time. This happens a lot for people who are into 

crafting, but it can come from other activities too. 

Here’s a link to the Wikipedia entry for Flow if you want to find out more. 

The psychologist who’s researched this phenomenon and written extensively on it is called Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi. And his classic text on the topic is called Flow: The Psychology of Happiness. 

There’s quite a substantial literature now about the mental health benefits of crafting. Here’s an 

article about that. 

 

Meaning, Purpose and Making a Difference 

In the webinar I talked about how having a sense of meaning and purpose, and particularly in the 

context of making a difference to others, can help boost our own wellbeing. A writer who has 

written about this as part of a ‘PERMA’ theory of wellbeing is Martin Seligman. His book Flourish is a 

good read if you want to check out this topic, which comes from the field of Positive Psychology. 

Another book I’d recommend where purpose plays a big part is Happiness by Design by Paul Dolan. I 

l really liked Dolan’s idea of designing your life so it’s happier. He sees the happier life as one where 

there is a good balance between pleasure and purpose. Dolan, who’s Professor of Behavioural 

Science at LSE, explores in some depth the evidence behind his design-led approach. It’s quite a 

serious book in many ways, but the idea behind it does make perfect sense to me. 

 

Positive Psychology and Positivity 

The Positivity Ratio grew out of research by psychologist Barbara Fredrickson and others. It’s 

essentially your ratio of positive to negative experience, or P (Positivity) divided by N (negativity). 

Fredrickson developed a website to help you measure your own ratio and wrote a book about it. 

Although a controversial theory in psychology, I’ve found it to be helpful for people to understand 

the role that positive and negative emotions play in our wellbeing. 

https://www.bmj.com/company/newsroom/too-many-people-missing-out-on-health-benefits-of-golf-says-expert-panel/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flow_(psychology)
https://amzn.to/3joz5vK
https://amzn.to/3joz5vK
https://amzn.to/3jmiloX
https://www.craftscouncil.org.uk/stories/4-reasons-craft-good-your-mental-health
https://amzn.to/2OJsnlK
https://amzn.to/3jpIh2Q
https://www.positivityratio.com/
https://amzn.to/2uuD29G
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There are basically 3 approaches to boost your ratio: 

• Boost your Positivity – increase the time you spend doing things that make you feel good, or 

do more of those things 

• Reduce your Negativity – reduce the time you spend doing things that make you feel bad, or 

do less of those things 

• Do a bit of both 

It seems obvious, but in reality, it does take an investment of effort and time, firstly to assess your 

ratio then think about and plan what you could do to change things. 

What’s important here is the role of positive emotions in wellbeing. This doesn’t mean that negative 

emotions are necessarily bad. Of course, we learn a lot from adversity and painful personal 

experience.  

But taking the time to reflect on what, for you, generates positive emotions is, in my experience, 

time well spent. It can lead on to tweaking your daily routine so that you do more joy-giving 

activities, and that could have long-term benefits for your health and wellbeing. 

Fredrickson also developed the influential ‘Broaden-and-build’ theory, which you might find 

interesting. The essence of the theory is that being curious and trying out new activities 

(‘broadening’, helps us build a new set of skills and coping resources.  

 

Working Well with Colleagues and Managers 

I said something in the webinar about the importance of working well with colleagues and about 
support. One of the biggest challenges in this ‘new normal,’ and something I have been discussing in 
some depth with managers, is a about monitoring mental wellbeing; finding appropriate ways to 
keep in touch with each other and check whether people are ok. To do this well is going to require 
cooperation and consent, so not ‘me checking up on you’ but ‘us checking up on each other.’ I want 
to emphasise again in this document how important this activity is, and that the informal stuff is just 
as important as the formal communications we have. 

I think something we can all do, is to take a lead on this monitoring by consent and to be proactive – 
to demonstrate openness about how we are doing and why we’re feeling like that. Don’t wait for 
this to happen. Start conversations, ask questions, be open, and take a lead. Agree some routines 
with your colleagues about keeping in touch. You don’t have to be a manager to be a leader about 
mental health and wellbeing. 

And if something gives you cause for concern about a colleague’s mental wellbeing, act on that 
concern. Have a conversation. Yes, it will probably feel a bit awkward, but having that conversation 
could open the door to that person getting the support they need. 

 

Well that’s it for this document. I hope you find something here useful and that you check out some 
of the recommended reading. By all means share these links and resources if you want to, or if you 
think someone you know may benefit. 

I hope you found these links and resources useful. My contact details are: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1693418/pdf/15347528.pdf
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Email: alan@work-life-solutions.co.uk  

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/alanbradshaw2/  

Twitter: @stressnews 

Phone: 07947 127561 
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