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A SOLUTIONS GUIDE 
FROM SAMH
This guide is designed to provide 
straightforward information for employers 
and employees on making reasonable 
adjustments in the workplace for people 
with mental health problems. It looks 
at how you could go about making 
adjustments, why you would want to do so 
and where you can get help and support. 
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1. It’s the law

The Equality Act 2010 has a 
requirement for employers to make 
reasonable adjustments for people with 
disabilities, to enable them to do their 
jobs.

The Act says that a person is 
disabled if:

• they have a mental or physical 
impairment

• this has substantial and long-term 
adverse effects on a person’s ability 
to do normal day-to-day activities 

You should also be aware of your duty 
to conduct risk assessments. You can 
download the Health and Safety 
Executive’s Five Steps to Risk 
Assessment from www.hse.gov.uk.

WHY REASONABLE 
ADJUSTMENTS ARE 
IMPORTANT
We all have mental health, just as we all have physical health. 
Every year 1 in 4 of us in Scotland will experience a mental health 
problem.  If you are an employer you have a responsibility to 
make sure you provide an environment that is healthy for 
everyone.  Whether you are living with a mental health problem 
or supporting someone who is, accessing information is vital.  
Visit www.samh.org.uk for more information.

2.   It can help your 
business

Research commissioned by SAMH found 
that in 2010, sickness absence due to 
mental health problems involved a cost 
of almost £690 million to Scotland’s 
employers.1

Making reasonable adjustments doesn’t 
have to be expensive: the Disability Rights 
Commission found that most 
adjustments cost nothing, and the 
average cost is £75.2 Where costs are 
incurred, you may be able to get a grant 
from Jobcentre Plus’s Access to Work 
scheme to cover them.

At least 1 in 6 of us at work experience 
common mental health problems such 
as depression and anxiety. Research from 
our friends at See Me reveals that 48% of 
people don’t tell their employers about 
mental health problems for fear of losing 
their job.  So it’s important to create an 
atmosphere in which people can talk 
about their mental health, they are 
supported when they do and problems 
can be addressed before they become a 
crisis – this will help you retain staff and 
decrease sickness absence.  One of the 
ways to create a mentally healthy 
workplace culture is to focus on staff 
well-being.  Visit www.samh.org.uk for 
more information.

3.  It’s the right thing to do

Making a few small changes to enable a 
member of staff to continue doing their 
job is far less expensive than having to 
recruit and train a new person. It also 
ensures that the company retains the 
employee’s knowledge and skills. One in 
four of us will experience a mental health 
problem at some point, so this is an issue 
that affects all employers.

We know that most people with mental 
health problems do want to work. But we 
also know that people with serious 
mental health problems have the lowest 
employment rate of any group of people 
with disabilities, with 79% not in 
employment3. There are a number of 
reasons for this, including stigma and 
misunderstanding, an inflexible benefits 
system, and a lack of available training 
and learning to support people into work. 
Evidence suggests that the right work in 
the right environment can be beneficial 
for mental health, and can help people’s 
recovery.4

Work is a key part of life, and our self-
esteem and life experiences are 
inextricably tied up with our ability to earn 
a living. It is wrong to deny people the 
opportunity to do so. 

See Me, Scotland’s campaign against  the 
stigma and discrimination associated with 
mental health problems has a section 
dedicated to the workplace, for more 
information visit  
www.seemescotland.org/workplace
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1  What’s it Worth Now? SAMH, 2010
2  Disability Rights Commission, Top Tips for Small Employers
3   Disability and Employment in Scotland: review of evidence base 

(Scottish Executive 2005)
4   Is Work Good for your Health and Well-Being? Prof Gordon Waddell 

and A. Kim Burton, 2006 



FOR SCOTLAND’S MENTAL HEALTH | 76 | MAKING REASONABLE ADJUSTMENTS AT WORK FOR PEOPLE WITH MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS

WHAT IS A 
REASONABLE 
ADJUSTMENT ?

If a person has a disability 
and is placed at a 
disadvantage by something 
that their employer or 
potential employer does, or 
does not do,  in relation to 
their working environment, 
the employer must take 
reasonable steps to prevent 
that disadvantage. In other 
words, they should make 
reasonable adjustments.

Starting to discuss reasonable adjustments 
The first step in making reasonable adjustments for someone with a 
mental health problem is to have an open and supportive discussion. 
Reasonable adjustments should be reviewed and agreed in consultation 
with the member of staff or applicant. Every reasonable adjustment is 
unique to the individual’s specific needs and abilities, and the 
requirements of the employer.

Although mental health problems are very common – affecting one in 
four people in Scotland – there is still stigma and discrimination towards 
people with mental health problems, as well as many myths about what 
different diagnoses mean.  Some mental health problems can be 
periodic: a person can experience long periods when they are well, but 
may then experience a further period of difficulty. The times when they 
are unwell will not always be the same, but there may be symptoms or 
issues that are common. So rather than agreeing one or more specific 
adjustments that will apply all the time, it may be more helpful to agree 
adjustments that can be implemented when they are needed, and 
revoked when they are not.

In order for reasonable adjustments to be constructive, they must focus 
on what the person can do – not on what they can’t. It is also important 
that you do not make promises that you are unable to keep: be realistic. 
This section suggests areas where you could make reasonable 
adjustments. Not all of them will be suitable for your workplace, and it is 
not an exhaustive list: there may well be others that your staff would like 
you to consider. Remember: if you are not sure what will help someone 
– ask them! 

At the recruitment/
induction stage

• Adjust recruitment processes. You 
could provide more time for tests, 
assignments or interviews, allow 
applicants to come in early to orient 
themselves, and/or provide a quiet area 
for applicants to wait in, rather than a 
busy reception.

• Amend your induction. Tell your new 
employee about your standard 
induction and ask if there are any areas 
that might cause them difficulties. If so, 
could you adjust the process, without 
reducing its effectiveness? For example, 
you could offer a mentor, arrange 
additional support for the first few 
months, agree a longer induction 
process, and/or provide induction 
information in writing as well as verbally.

Working hours  
or patterns

• Allow variations in working hours or 
flexible working. There are many reasons 
why someone might need to adjust their 
hours. They might need to access a 
service that is only available during 
working hours, or they might find it 
difficult to function in the morning, 
perhaps as a result of prescribed 
medication, but be able to work well 
later in the day. Just moving someone’s 
start and finish time ahead by an hour 
might make all the difference to their 
ability to do their job well.

• Allow several short breaks instead of 
one main lunch break. Some people 
might have difficulty in concentrating for 
long periods: breaking up their working 
day differently could help.

• Permit more breaks at certain times. If 
someone is doing particularly stressful 
work, could you increase the frequency 
or duration of their breaks to allow them 
time to recover?

Physical  
Environment

• Allow the person to change their 
workplace. For some people, noisy 
environments might adversely affect 
their mental health at times: could they 
work somewhere else?

• Ensure access to natural light and fresh 
air. Many people benefit from sitting 
near to a window, particularly if they are 
able to open it to allow fresh air to 
circulate.

• Move their workstation. Would it be 
helpful to be based in another position 
–  eg, so their back didn’t face the door?

• Provide a quiet space for breaks. A quiet 
place away from the main workspace is 
helpful for many people.

SAMH can provide advice or training on reasonable adjustments for people 
with mental health problems. For further information contact us at:

SAMH, Brunswick House, 51 Wilson Street, Glasgow G1 1UZ    
Telephone:  0141 530 1000  Email: enquire@samh.org.uk  www.samh.org.uk 
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WORKING 
PRACTICES

• You might be unsure about how to support when there are 
changes in an employee’s mental health. It could help to 
discuss this when the person is well, and agree how you will 
support them  with any recurrence of mental health 
problems.

• Agree changes to communication methods. For some 
people, there may be times when it is hard to communicate 
face-to-face. At these times, you could agree that they can 
communicate by email, or work from home.

• Allow changes to tasks when needed. When a person is unwell 
or has just returned from a period of absence, it may be 
helpful for them to focus on a particular type of task. 

• Could they swap some tasks with a colleague, or work to a 
different job description for a time? This can help to rebuild 
confidence.

• Provide more support when needed. Many employers already 
require regular meetings between line managers and staff. If 
you don’t, you could consider introducing them as an 
adjustment, and if you do, it might be helpful to increase the 
frequency of these meetings at certain times. Sometimes all 
that’s needed is time to talk things through.

• Implement a “mentoring” system. Some employees might 
find it helpful to have a coach or mentor for a time, to provide 
advice, guidance or support.

• Agree an early approach.. Some people might want to ask a 
specific colleague to highlight to them if their behaviour starts 
to change in a way that suggests their mental health is 
deteriorating. This can help in identifying when  pre-agreed 
adjustments should be put in place.

OTHER USEFUL 
ACTIONS

• Provide training for managers and supervisors. Managers and 
supervisors need to know that they can make reasonable 
adjustments, and be familiar with their company’s policy in 
this area. Training can help them to know when they can 
negotiate a reasonable adjustment directly with an employee, 
and when they need to involve the HR department or more 
senior staff.

• Train your staff in mental health awareness. This might help 
them to deal constructively with colleagues who may be 
experiencing mental health problems, and also to recognise 
issues with their own mental health at an early stage.

• Communicate your policies to staff. It is important to make 
clear that reasonable adjustments are not about unfair 
advantages or favouritism, but are a way of removing barriers 
preventing people with disabilities from making a full 
contribution in the workplace – or sometimes from 
contributing at all.

• Let staff know it’s okay to talk about mental health. There is 
still a lot of stigma around mental health problems, which may 
make staff reluctant to tell someone they need an 
adjustment. Set out clearly what will happen when someone 
discloses a mental health problem.

• Be clear about what you need to know. Staff should not feel 
they have to disclose every aspect of their mental health 
problem. Your discussions should focus on the problems 
they are experiencing in the workplace, and what actions can 
be taken to address them.

• Tell only those who need to know about the adjustments 
being made, with the consent of the person.  Making 
reasonable adjustments does not mean that you need to tell 
other staff about the person’s disability. 

Of course, you don’t have to wait until an employee needs 
a reasonable adjustment to start making your workplace 
more mentally healthy. A mentally healthy workplace 
takes care of staff and nurtures a supportive environment 
for work. We all have mental health in the same way we 
have physical health, and it’s important we take the time 
to look after it.

There are 3 key areas that you can incorporate, through your existing policy and 
processes, which will support this:

What if things go wrong?

Establishing a mental health conscious culture. For example, promoting good 
mental health practices such as operating flexible working hours so that 
employees can balance the demands of home life with work will create a more 
positive working environment. 

Providing opportunities for staff learning and education. For example, 
encouraging staff to talk openly about mental health through events and 
corporate activities which promote good mental wellbeing.

Identifying the support that is available. For example, making sure that your staff 
are aware of the resources and support that you  have in place, such as  HR 
staff, Occupational Health, an Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) and 
external sources of support to help them when they need support for their 
mental wellbeing. 

You might also want to consider participating in the Healthy Working Lives Awards 
Scheme. As well as being good practice, this can support your organisational in achieving 
culture change throughout the whole organisation which promotes and supports good 
mental wellbeing in your workforce. 

CREATING A MENTALLY 
HEALTHY WORKPLACE
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Contact SAMH for general information on making 
reasonable adjustments. The following organisations and 
resources may also be helpful.

WHERE CAN I GET HELP 
AND ADVICE?

Business Gateway 
Provides advice on legislation and 
employer responsibilities as well as stress 
management.  
www.bgateway.com

Chartered Institute of Personnel  
and Development 
Guidance on developing a mental health 
policy and creating a mentally healthy 
workplace.  
www.cipd.co.uk

Commission for Equality  
and Human Rights 
Provides advice and guidance to 
businesses on equality issues and 
incorporates responsibilities previously 
held by Disability Rights Commission.    
www.equalityhumanrights.com

Business Disability Forum 
Disability Membership organisation 
providing guidance and support in 
employing people with a disability.  
www.businessdisabilityforum.org.uk

Directgov  
(Public services all in one place) 
Information on the Access to Work 
Scheme which can provide practical and 
financial support in addressing barriers to 
work for disabled people. Contact the 
Disability Employment Adviser at your 
local Jobcentre for advice.    
www.direct.gov.uk

Mindout (A line managers resource) 
A Practical Guide to Managing Mental 
Health in the Workplace.  
www.mindfulemployer.net

Healthy Working Lives 
Healthy Working Lives awards can be 
gained at bronze, silver and gold levels, and 
are awarded to employers who can 
demonstrate that they meet the criteria. 
www.healthyworkinglives.com

See Me 
Scotland’s campaign against  the stigma 
and discrimination associated with mental 
health problems. See Me has a specific 
section on it’s website for the workplace, 
which includes, information and 
resources.  
www.seemescotland.org.uk

ACAS 
Provide information, advice, training, 
conciliation and other services for 
employers and employees to help prevent 
or resolve workplace problems.  
www.acas.org.uk 

SAMH 
Provides information, advice and training 
on being mentally healthy at work and 
managing mental  health in the workplace. 
www.samh.org.uk
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www.samh.org.uk 
Follow us on Twitter: @samhtweets 
Find us on Facebook: facebook.com/SAMHmentalhealth
Find us on Instagram: samhscotland


