
Celebrating Elizabeth Vallance
Where to begin?
It is a truism to say that mental health has 
moved centre stage in the past few years. It 
has become an important part of the Zeitgeist 
and people often assume that such defining 
concepts arrive spontaneously and fully-formed 
to influence the understanding of a generation. 

To this way of thinking, the Centre is seen as the fortunate 
beneficiary of this new view of the world and the enhanced place of 
mental health within it. But I have seen the process of development 
here. The Centre and the other major charities in the sector did not 
just seize a proffered opportunity; we created it.
Against this background, the Centre’s role has been pivotal. 
Founded to establish the evidence base for policy and practice, 
we have always been a “think and do tank”, not only theoretically 
fastidious but often going on to campaign for our findings. And, 
in doing so, we have kept the faith – our independence and our 
intellectual integrity – yet never withdrawing into an ivory tower 
but always being prepared to spell out the policy implications of 
our results and to speak truth to power. This has not been costless: 
we have often had to fight our corner against those for whom our 
recommendations were inconvenient or embarrassing. It has also 
meant that we have not always taken up every project we have 
been offered but only those we knew we could do effectively and 
where we could add value.
If our recognised independence has been essential to our 
influencing policy, so too has been the commitment, which the 
Centre pioneered, to co-production. We have constantly taken 
account of the views and insights of service users and consequently 
our reports are not simply the product of a collection of “experts” 
pontificating about the needs of those with mental health issues 
but incorporate the insights of lived experience, which has 
increasingly made our recommendations more compelling to 
policy-makers and others.
And the highlights of our policy influence? We have helped to 
bring about and sustain the development of liaison and diversion 
services in the criminal justice system, supporting some of the 
most vulnerable people at a time of crisis. We have provided the 
business cases for investing in both child and adult mental health 
support, thus helping to secure £1 billion of extra funding for each 
since 2015 for services such as Mother and Baby Units for women 
with maternal mental health difficulties and Liaison Psychiatry 
teams in general hospitals. We have particularly advocated for 



I’ve had the pleasure of working for Elizabeth for six years and I’m so 
proud to have spent those years developing mental health services using 
the excellent and unique methods within the Centre for Mental Health. 
When Elizabeth arrived, we were still the Sainsbury Centre for Mental 
Health, and what we needed was a strong, visionary, highly intelligent 
and motivated Chair. Elizabeth is an excellent leader and role model 
for the mental health charity sector as evidenced by her leading the 
organisation from a guaranteed annual grant to a new business model 

that included multiple income streams. 
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by the move to another very prestigious charity; Young Minds. I have a significant amount of 
respect and admiration for someone like Elizabeth who spends a large part of her own time 
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mental health charity sector and I look forward to working with her for many years to come. 
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evidence-based approaches to mental health support, perhaps most notably in the expansion of 
Individual Placement and Support (IPS) employment services. And we have supported innovative 
approaches to meeting the needs of marginalised and disadvantaged groups, in the process 
creating a platform for young people to speak the truth to power about their own lives.
The Centre’s work will be needed for many years to come. Our work at the cutting edge of policy 
and practice continues to make change happen and to push the boundaries of what is thought 
possible. Our new Commission for Equality in Mental Health will investigate ways of reducing 
the stark and unacceptable inequalities in mental health. Our collaborative to improve physical 
health support for people with a mental illness, Equally Well, will help to drive change in health 
and care services across the country. And our network of more than 100 local authorities with 
elected member champions for mental health will build up local leadership for better mental 
health nationwide. We can, and should, be proud of what has been achieved over the past few 
years but much remains to be done and while that is the case, the Centre has vital work still to 
do.

Under Elizabeth’s stewardship, Centre for Mental Health has helped to bring 
about an ever greater focus on children and young people’s mental health. 
By bringing high quality evidence to bear on policy and public debate, it 
has transformed our understanding of the benefits of prevention and early 
help, and of the vital importance of tackling inequalities. I am thrilled to have 
the opportunity to follow Elizabeth as chair of the Centre and determined 
to build on her extraordinary legacy. Working with Sarah and her talented 

and committed team, I hope we can continue to make a difference to people’s lives nationwide, 
staying true to the essential principles Elizabeth has established.
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Centre for Mental Health began its life as the National Unit for Research 
and Development in Psychiatry, later Sainsbury Centre for Mental Health, in 
1985. Until 2010, it was funded and supported generously by the Gatsby 
Charitable Trust. In November 2010, it became the independent Centre 
for Mental Health, chaired by Lady Elizabeth Vallance with a new board of 
trustees and a small staff team dedicated to making it work in its new form.
Eight years later, we can reflect on the achievements of those years under 

Elizabeth’s stewardship. We can reflect on the extraordinary, transformative impact the Centre 
has made on mental health policy and practice while going through a transformation of its 
own. We can reflect on the growing public and political profile of mental health, driven by many 
things including the evidence the Centre has produced, shared and promoted. And we can 
reflect on the challenges that remain to bring about true equality for mental health.
Elizabeth’s leadership has been essential to the Centre’s successes. She has consistently 
supported the Centre’s staff and trustees, advocated passionately for the Centre’s cause and 
steered the Centre steadily and resolutely through its transformation. We all owe a great debt 
to Elizabeth for her generosity in giving her time, her commitment and her skills to leading the 
Centre throughout that time. 
Our work is not done. We will build on Elizabeth’s work to make sure we continue to bring 
about change that makes a difference. Ultimately our work is about changing people’s lives and 
changing society. Elizabeth’s leadership has enabled us to do that throughout the last decade, 
and we are determined to build on her legacy to get closer to equality for mental health in the 
years to come.
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I seem to have spent a fair amount of time over the last 25 years looking 
at Liz, sitting at the head of a boardroom table.  We first met in the 1990’s, 
when she was chair of St Georges NHS Trust, and I was its chief executive. 
She was just as much a pleasure to work with then as she has been since I 
was appointed as Trustee here, in 2011. Always so positive, invariably on 
top of her brief, genuinely warm and supportive, Liz is as interested in and 
as concerned for her board colleagues as she is in the organisation and its 

challenges.  I was very lucky to have Liz as my chair once; I must have done something good in a 
previous life for it to have happened twice!

Elizabeth has been an extraordinary force for good as Chair of  Centre for 
Mental Health and I was proud to be invited by her to become a Trustee. 
Elizabeth has been unstinting in her support for the development of Liaison 
and Diversion services , and although she will be greatly missed
I know she will continue to work tirelessly to support people with mental 
health problems and other complex needs in the future.

Sean Duggan 

Dame Professor Sue Bailey

Sarah Hughes



Centre for Mental Health

Office 2D21, South Bank Technopark, 90 London Road, London SE1 6LN

Tel 020 7717 1558

www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk

Follow us on Twitter: @CentreforMH

Charity registration no. 1091156. A company limited by guarantee registered in 
England and Wales no. 4373019.


