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Noelle Murphy: Welcome to this XpertHR podcast on Mental Health First Aiders. 

 I’m Noelle Murphy and joining me on the phone today to go through 

the impact of mental health in the workplace and the role of Mental 

Health First Aiders is Peter Larkham, a management trainer and 

Mental Health First Aid instructor. Peter, thanks for joining us today. 

[0:00:34.8] 

Peter Larkham: No problem. Thank you for having me. 

Noelle Murphy: I thought it might be useful to briefly run through the impact of mental 

health in the workplace so that we can paint a picture of why 

employers really need to start looking at support mechanisms that 

can be put in place. [0:00:49.0] 

Peter Larkham: Absolutely. Issues around mental health are becoming more and 

more of an issue within the workplace and not fully understanding 

what it is, how it impacts people and for a lot of people just the 

severity of it and the stigmas that are surrounding mental health and 

just how difficult it can be for people to raise that they’re struggling in 

the workplace and to access the right support. 

Noelle Murphy: And so what do you see as the role of Mental Health First Aiders, 

then, in an organisation? [0:01:23.0] 

Peter Larkham: The role of a Mental Health First Aider is very much similar to first aid 

at work, so if you think of first aid at work being spotting any issues 

that come up. So it can be anything from a cut on the finger right 

through to someone breaking an arm or worst case scenario a heart 

attack. And the role of the Mental Health First Aider is very much to 

spot the signs and symptoms. So anything that seems out of the 

norm, if I can just state that there is no such thing as normal, but 

there is definitely normality within individuals and so spotting those 

changes. And that’s what we’re trying to help with Mental Health First 

Aid, is to help people spot those signs and symptoms.  

Noelle Murphy: Okay, so when spotting the signs and symptoms of mental health 

issues can you tell us a little bit more about what to look out for? 

[0:02:11.3] 

Peter Larkham: Oh, gosh, how long is a piece of string? In essence when we’re 

looking at changes firstly we need to know the person. In order to 

really be able to spot what has changed firstly I need to know what 

your level or norm is. So slight changes can be anything from 

changes in eating habits, working habits, becoming more short-
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tempered than usual or even withdrawing from usual activities. In 

essence when you know the person hopefully you then begin to 

notice when things start to change for them. 

Noelle Murphy: Okay and so if we go back to the role of Mental Health First Aider it 

sounds like having the conversation or beginning the conversation 

with somebody that they may have spotted has some potential signs 

or symptoms of mental health problems is the key to how effective the 

role can be. But individuals wishing to take on the role of a Mental 

Health First Aider should have the opportunity for pretty robust 

training, really, wouldn’t you say? [0:03:13.1] 

Peter Larkham: Certainly and Mental Health First Aid is the international training 

programme delivered through Mental Health First Aid England and 

there are a number of different training courses available through 

Mental Health First Aid, but there is also other training out there 

through Mind and Rethink and other mental health providers as well. 

But the structure for Mental Health First Aid is they do a half-day 

course which is four hours, which is very much an introduction to 

mental health awareness. There is a one-day course which trains 

people up as Mental Health First Aid Champions, so that’s about 

championing positive mental health in the workplace and then to 

become a Mental Health First Aider it’s a two-day course, twelve 

hours’ worth of information where you go more in depth into the topics 

of anxiety, depression, schizophrenia, bipolar, self-harm, eating 

disorders and suicide. So it’s not the happiest of courses, but it’s 

certainly of necessity within the workplace as we have it at the 

moment. 

Noelle Murphy: So I suppose it’s really important that the training covers, for those 

who decide to take on the role of a Mental Health First Aider, they 

need to have the confidence to know what it is they’re looking out for, 

but also to have the confidence to start to have those quite difficult 

conversations? [0:04:32.0] 

Peter Larkham: Yes, certainly. And when you think about first aid at work we don’t 

have a problem in going out for two days and learning how to 

resuscitate someone and save someone’s life, but the statistics show 

that the likelihood of someone needing to resuscitate someone is 

estimated at approximately one in 10,000. But when you’re walking 

down your local high street the likelihood of passing someone with 

suicidal thoughts is estimated at around one in twenty. So it’s trying to 

give people the confidence of how do I start this conversation? 

Especially if there’s a potential of suicidal thoughts in there. And with 

that the number one reason why people don’t want to ask about 

suicide is because they think if I ask am I going to start putting those 

thoughts in the person’s head? And the worldwide evidence says no. 

But actually by opening up the conversation and asking clearly about 

it, it’s actually giving someone the opportunity to share with someone 

that they may never had that opportunity before. So with the Mental 

Health First Aid training programme we do go into quite a lot of detail 

about how to open up those conversations – what scenarios may 

break out from that and how do we keep ourselves safe, but how do 

we keep the person in front of us safe at the same time? 
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Noelle Murphy: The key to all of this is support from senior leadership in the process, 

though, isn’t it? We’ve had a lot of feedback from our own HR 

community that this is an area they can sometimes struggle with. I 

wonder if you have any piece of advice or practical examples of how 

best to engage senior managers at all? [0:06:06.1] 

Peter Larkham: Yes, I think it’s very difficult for senior managers not only to take the 

time out to attend a Mental Health First Aid course, but also if it’s 

within a workplace to actually be able to open up when they have 

other people from the company that they work in being in the room as 

well. So there are a number of open courses that you can attend as 

an individual and so either one or two people from an organisation 

can sign in to those courses, which then just allows them to 

experience the Mental Health First Aid training for themselves, but 

also to have the freedom to open up and be real in the midst of it.  

 And the other side of it, for senior managers to get involved is to 

actually understand the full impact that positive mental health has 

within the workplace. The average cost per person is estimated at 

approximately £1,500 for the cost within your organisation to mental 

health benefit. So I did it with one company and they said that in one 

of their offices they had 1,500 people, which means that that office is 

spending in the region of £2.25 million a year on poor mental health, 

which includes the loss of productivity, the HR costs, line 

management costs, occupational health, employees’ assistance 

programme costs, GP costs, counselling referral costs, therapy costs 

and the cost begins to leak out into the family, which has a huge 

impact on a workplace and on an organisation. But also it’s about 

promoting connection within the workplace, it’s promoting support so 

when you have your health and safety policies it’s not only having 

health and safety, but it’s also having a health and wellbeing strategy 

which includes physical and mental health as a combination, because 

physical health has an impact on your mental health and mental 

health has a significant impact on your physical health as well. 

Noelle Murphy: So say as an employer I’ve manged to get senior management on 

board, what kind of things should I be looking to put in place to have 

an effective Mental Health First Aid structure in place? [0:08:11.1] 

Peter Larkham: Again great questions. The ratio that we look at is approximately one 

Mental Health First Aider to ten employees. And the reason why we 

look at that is because of the relational context when you’re looking at 

mental health and mental health illnesses. If you imagine that you go 

to a family wedding, for example, where you know pretty much 

everyone in the room, but you will still sit around a table and stay with 

that table of around ten people because that’s where networks 

happen, that’s where relationships happen. And so within a workplace 

it’s quite difficult to count how many people you would actually feel 

comfortable having a deeper conversation with, which is why we 

recommend a ratio of approximately one to ten. And it’s about how do 

we get support from HR to line manager, line managers to workers, 

going all the way back up to senior management involvement at the 

back as well? 

Noelle Murphy: Okay, so there’s a mapping exercise that you would need to do to 

ensure that the Mental Health First Aider is very clear on the 
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signposts within the organisations that they can offer to anybody they 

have the conversation with? [0:09:23.7] 

Peter Larkham: Yes. And it’s also about looking at the policies and procedures within 

the organisation. How do we support? What do we do? For example 

what support is there for me as a line manager? What support is 

there for my colleague who may be supporting somebody else? How 

do we access that though our employees’ assistance programme if 

we have one? Through occupational health, through HR? Also 

through peer support. So Mental Health First Aiders actually having a 

Mental Health First Aider network where they may be able to meet or 

discuss potential cases in confidence, just to get some ideas and 

thoughts as to how other people may support.  

 There is also a great campaign on the Mental Health First Aid website 

called Take 10 which is just an encouragement of how do we start the 

conversation? How can we just take ten minutes to have a 

conversation with someone and just encourage that conversation to 

go a little bit deeper than the usual, ‘You alright?’ ‘Yeah, I’m alright. 

How about you?’ ‘Yeah, I’m alright.’ ‘Good.’ So it’s about how do we 

start those conversations in the first place and how do we create 

those networks, too? 

Noelle Murphy: And the networks also in place so that Mental Health First Aiders can 

get some support for themselves if they’re taking on this role? 

[0:10:39.7] 

Peter Larkham: Yes. I think often we forget that supporting people takes time and so if 

you have a 40-hour week, for example, and you’re supporting five 

people who are each taking an hour out of your day, then you are not 

able to do your 40 hours a week. You need to assess how do I look 

after myself and my own workload in the midst of supporting other 

people? And sometimes that conversation can get missed and so 

then we start giving of our time to support people and then we begin 

to struggle with our own workloads in the midst of it as well. 

Noelle Murphy: And is there anything else, Peter, that you think employers can do as 

preventative measures for mental wellbeing in the workplace? 

[0:11:24.7] 

Peter Larkham: I think just crack open the conversation. Do our best to de-stigmatise 

it, When a conversation is transparent it’s very difficult to hide. And so 

by making mental health an open conversation, something that we 

are expecting, we’re expecting positive mental health in the 

workplace and then how do we promote that and how do we get that? 

Just the same as we have conversations around physical health and 

reasonable adjustments that are put in place, what can we do to 

support our teams more effectively in the context of mental health 

illnesses? 

Noelle Murphy: That’s great, Peter. You really have given us an awful lot to think 

about there. Thanks a million for joining us and giving us your time 

today. [0:12:06.1] 

Peter Larkham: My absolute pleasure. Thanks for having me. 
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Noelle Murphy: Our Good Practice Guide on Mental Health in the Workplace is a 

great resource for any employer or HR practitioner who really wants 

to start looking at this in their own organisation. Do take a look on our 

website. 

 Thanks a million for joining us today and please do tune in again next 

time. I’m Noelle Murphy and you’ve been listening to this XpertHR 

podcast. 

 

 

 


