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The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines mental health as “a state of mental wellbeing in
which people cope well with the many stresses of life, can realize their own potential, can
function productively and fruitfully, and are able to contribute to their communities”. Optimal
mental health involves the absence of mental iliness and a high level of mental wellbeing.
Existing research has focused more on the mental iliness rather than on the mental wellbeing.
Our understanding on mental illness and mental health lags far behind our understanding of
physical health, particularly given the lack of definitive biological markers and diagnostic
challenges. Mental illness is often associated with stigma, a critical barrier determining health-
seeking behaviour and, ultimately, access to care. Mental health is influenced by risk and
protective factors both within and around the individual. Furthermore, the complex interplay of
determinants, both occupation-specific and generic, necessitates a comprehensive framework
with an array of interventions, across sectors, settings, and levels. These should act
synergistically to tackle the wide and diverse range of risk factors whilst enhancing the effect
of protective factors, ensuring no one is left behind.

Conceptual framework for supporting the mental health of the health workforce and other
essential workers
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The Swiss Cheese model for supporting mental health in essential workers
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Source: Reason's Swiss cheese model combining person and systems approaches to human fallibility, adapted by
the authors. Reason J. Human error: models and management. West J Med 2000; 172(6): 393-6.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10854390

Why a mental health and wellbeing plan

Organisations should have a plan to address mental wellbeing of workers. This plan needs to
support the entire spectrum of mental health (from promotion of protecting factors to
sensitivity and timely action to “warning signals” at individual level as well as changing
workplace hazards that may cause psychological harm to workers). This action point is
directed at senior managers of all organisations with a high share of essential workers.

Supporting mental health of health workforce and other essential workers. It is important for
organisations to develop a process to detect “warning signals” (1). These signals would lead to
a more in-depth mental health assessment and eventually diagnosis and treatment of mental
illness or mental health promotion and prevention activities. Warning signals are to be
produced at the organisation level, while mental health assessment is performed at the
individual level. (2)This requires that assessment tools are in place, preferably keeping the
individual process confidential. On this, the use of digital tools, by introducing distance between
who is assessed and the organisation, creates a psychologically safe space that can be helpful
to reduce the stigma and visibility to others of the assessment.

Organisations should establish monitoring and reporting of indicators reflecting on wellbeing
(positive mental health) as well as problems in organisational culture/ workload etc, and act on
them. These indicators should be selected from a set of indicators to be made available at EU-
level to ensure the same principles are applied uniformly, allowing for comparability and relative
evolution.(4)
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