
Knowing the right thing to say to someone who 
you suspect might be struggling with their mental 
health can feel difficult. The window of opportunity 
to get someone to open up can be short and 
emotions are often high.

This guide gives you practical advice about how 
to have an effective conversation with someone 
about their mental wellbeing. It includes tips for 
making sure the person you’re talking to feels 
comfortable and offers guidance about how to 
manage the conversation.

Having a 
conversation about 

mental health

When to talk 
Offer to chat to someone when the situation 
presents itself. 

If you see someone visibly upset or displaying any of 
the early warning signs – such as increased absences 
from work, a drop in performance, changes in 
behaviour or appearance – quietly approach them or 
message them and ask for a quick chat.

Where to talk 
Find somewhere private to talk. Try not to ask a colleague 
about their wellbeing in front of others as they’ll be 
less likely to open up to you. Instead, find somewhere 
more private.
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Find information and inspiration to help keep your employees healthy:  
axahealth.co.uk/business-health-centre

How to talk to someone about their mental health

Make sure  
they’re ready
Check the person you’re 
worried about is ready to have 
a conversation by asking them 
if they feel ok to talk. If you 
try and talk to someone when 
they’re anxious they’ll be less 
open to support. 

If they tell you that they feel 
anxious and panicky, suggest 
they breathe deeply. Breathe 
with them until they start 
to feel better if you need to. 
They’ll be far more likely to 
respond and communicate 
effectively once they feel more 
in control of their emotions.

It’s important to keep calm 
and control your expressions 
– both what you say and your 
facial expressions – so that the 
other person feels like they’re 
not being judged.

It’s always best to avoid giving advice, however 
well meaning. When you’ve got all the facts, then 
give them suggestions on who they can contact 
for additional support.

How to start  
Begin by asking the person 
you’re concerned about how 
they are. Ask them if anything 
is worrying them. 

If they don’t open up or say 
much, sensitively tell them 
what you’ve noticed. You can 
say that this seems out of 
character for them and that 
you’re concerned and would 
like to help. Ask how they 
are feeling and if something 
in particular has affected 
them today.

What to say 
Ask open questions. These are 
questions that require more 
than a yes or no answer.

Someone struggling with 
their mental health may feel 
muddled and overwhelmed. 
Open questions help direct 
the conversation and make it 
simpler for them to structure 
their thoughts. 

Here are some examples:

g     “How are you feeling?”  
(rather than  
“are you upset today?”)

g     “How are things outside 
work?” (rather than  
“is everything ok at 
home?”)

g     “How does that make you 
feel?” (rather than  
“does that upset you?”)

Be a good listener 
Listening is the first step in 
helping to resolve a problem. 
To be a good listener, you need 
to set aside your own thoughts 
and assumptions and instead 
try to understand what the 
other person is trying to say, 
both verbally and non-verbally. 

Focus on the person you 
are listening to. Use open 
questions to encourage them 
to open up. Repeat what 
they have said back to them 
for clarification and so that 
they know they have been 
understood. This can be 
hugely reassuring.

It’s important not to interrupt 
the person you are listening 
to and to concentrate on what 
they are saying.

Try and feel comfortable 
with silent space in the 
conversation. Resist the urge 
to tell them what to do.

What to do next
Ask the person if they have any support in place to help them 
with the way they’re feeling. Ask them if they have anyone they 
can talk to, such as a friend or a Mental Health First Aider if you 
have these in your business. If they haven’t already, you can 
suggest they visit their GP or use your company’s Employee 
Assistance Programme, if you have one.

Having opened the conversation, check in regularly with your 
employee to make sure they’re ok and so that they know 
you’re supportive.

http://axahealth.co.uk/business-health-centre



