
We’re in!
the mental health challenge
local councils championing mental health

for mental health locally and providing those taking 
on the role with a network of peers in order to share 
ideas and intelligence.

The support offer

Centre for Mental Health and its partners have offered 
member champions and lead officers a wide range of 
opportunities since the Challenge began. These have 
included:

National conferences: we have organised four annual 
conferences for member champions, each in a 
different location (London, Birmingham, Liverpool and 
St Albans)

Learning events: we have delivered eight regional 
workshops in Prevention-Focused Leadership for 
elected members in London, Birmingham (twice), 
Manchester, Leeds, Plymouth, Bristol and Cambridge 
and we have facilitated suicide prevention training 
workshops in London and Leeds

Website: we developed a website for the Challenge 
with details of all of the current member champions, 
news updates, blogs and other resources 
(mentalhealthchallenge.org.uk)

Briefings: we have produced tailored briefings on 
key topics of interest to elected members including 
children’s mental health, smoking (prepared by ASH), 
suicide prevention (in conjunction with Samaritans) 
and physical health

Guide: we published a Councillors’ Guide to Mental 
Health to offer elected members helpful practical 
advice for working with people with a mental health 
difficulty

Email bulletin: we send a regular news bulletin to 
member champions and lead officers with updates 
from national partners and major policy developments
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Championing mental health in communities: 
five years on
Introduction 

The Local Authority Mental Health Challenge was 
created by Centre for Mental Health in 2013 to 
encourage and support local councils in England to 
champion mental health in communities nationwide.

The Centre worked with partners in national charities1  
to design the Challenge. The aim was to enable any 
local authority to appoint at least one of its elected 
council members as ‘member champion’ for mental 
health. The national charities would provide member 
champions with information, advice, support and 
networking opportunities with their peers.

At the beginning, just two councils (Dorset and 
Lambeth) had appointed a mental health member 
champion. Six years later there are approximately 
120. These span the country and include a mixture 
of county, unitary, borough and district authorities. 
Many member champions are joined by fellow 
councillors and supported by a member of staff (the 
‘lead officer’) to help them in this role.

Aims

The Mental Health Challenge is designed to boost 
local political leadership for better mental health. 
By creating the role of ‘member champion’ we 
aimed to embed a voice for mental health in local 
government and ensure that policies and decisions 
were made with mental health in mind. The aim 
was to supplement and support existing roles such 
as executive or cabinet members for health and/or 
social care, and forums such as Health and Wellbeing 
Boards and scrutiny committees.

Through our support offer, the ambition was to enable 
those taking on the role of member champion to draw 
on high quality, up to date evidence in advocating 
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In addition, we offer support by phone and email 
to elected members and officers who request 
information or ideas in relation to mental health, 
and we have shared evidence at scrutiny and other 
committees in local areas (including Basildon, 
Hartlepool, Hackney and Hammersmith & Fulham).

Impact

Every local area is different and so the way councils 
have interpreted and implemented the Challenge 
has inevitably been different, too. From the start, 
the Challenge was an enabling tool for councils and 
council members, designed to boost local leadership 
for mental health without imposing a single model or 
approach. 

To that end, councils and member champions have 
found a diverse range of approaches to the task.

Raising awareness

Local elected members have a significant influence in 
their local communities as a result of being in public 
office. Many have used the platform this creates to 
help to raise the profile of mental health, for example 
by speaking about mental health issues at local 
events and with the local media, often aligning with 
national campaigns such as Time to Talk Day or World 
Mental Health Day.

St Albans member champion Cllr 
Anthony Rowlands has built a strong 
working relationship with local 
newspapers to encourage more 
constructive coverage of mental 
health issues. “There is a whole 

raft of ways in which we can support people. And the 
encouraging thing is…people are more willing to talk 
about their own experiences of mental health and to 
demand better services.”

Speaking from experience 

Some elected member champions have their own 
experiences of mental ill health that they have been 
willing to share in order to improve understanding 
and challenge stereotypes. 

Buckinghamshire member 
champion Cllr Paul Irwin said: “I 
spoke at our transport, economy 
and environment staff conference in 
front of about 400 people about my 
own personal experience of mental 

health. It was the hardest thing I have ever done but…
it was worth it.”

Understanding local needs

Local authorities have since 2013 had responsibility 
for public health and for making plans for the 
wellbeing of their communities. Top tier authorities 
all now have Health and Wellbeing Boards, carry out 
health needs assessments and produce strategies for 
health and wellbeing. Elected members have taken 
a pivotal role in making these processes effective 
by instigating needs assessments on mental health, 
championing their translation into practice and 
holding systems to account for implementing them. 
As a growing number of local authorities joins the 
Prevention Concordat for Better Mental Health, there 
is potential for more to seek proactively to promote 
good mental health and prevent mental ill health.

Blackburn with Darwen Borough Council explored 
what affected the emotional health and wellbeing of 
children and young people by speaking with groups 
in schools and community organisations and built its 
strategy around the insights this created (see www.
centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/meeting-
need). 

Putting mental health in all policies

Mental health can be affected by a wide range of 
council policies and activities. Local authorities are 
responsible not only for social services and public 
health, which have specific responsibilities for mental 
health, but also for housing, community safety, 
economic development, leisure and green spaces 
and much more. All have significant implications 
for mental health, and in areas with two tier local 
authorities many are the responsibilities of district 
and borough councils.

We’re in!
the mental health challenge
local councils championing mental health

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/mental-health-challenge
http://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/meeting-need
http://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/meeting-need
http://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/meeting-need


The mental health challenge is supported by:

Basildon member champion Cllr 
Andrew Gordon explained his 
approach: “One of the great things 
for me is the culture change that has 
happened in the council. It seems 
like because I have spoken about 

mental health so much in council debates and asked 
so many questions about it as a matter of course that 
officers will now include information on mental health 
in their reports without me having to ask. They know 
that if they don’t, they will get 101 different questions 
from me about it.”

Scrutiny

An often overlooked and sometimes undervalued role 
for local councillors is their ability to scrutinise both 
their local authority’s work and that of local partners, 
including in the NHS. Scrutiny committees and 
processes enable elected members to ask questions 
about how public services are meeting people’s 
mental health needs and how funds are being 
spent. A growing number of scrutiny committees 
are investigating mental health service provision, 
particularly for children and young people.

Inquiry

In some local authorities, member champions 
have gone a step further by initiating and leading 
investigations into specific areas of concern. 

Lambeth Borough Councillors 
Edward Davie and Jacqui Dyer 
began a special inquiry into the 
experiences of Black African and 
Caribbean men in the borough 
following the death of Sean Rigg 

in police custody. The Commission they established 
was produced jointly with community members and 
explored a wide range of issues, including what 
could be done earlier in life to prevent mental health 
difficulties during childhood. The resulting report 
led to the establishment of the ground-breaking, 
community-led Black Thrive initiative (see www.
blackthrive.org.uk/). 

Creating healthier workplaces

Local authorities are major employers in themselves 
and contract with a wide range of organisations for 
many different kinds of service. A large proportion 
of elected member champions have sought to 
ensure that their own authorities create a mentally 
healthy workplace and support their staff when they 
experience mental health problems. 

Kent member champion Cllr 
Diane Marsh said: “I am currently 
championing Time to Change and 
Kent County Council’s ‘release the 
pressure’ campaign which both 
supports raising awareness about 

mental health in workplaces as well as supporting 
people via a 24-hour freephone service that can be 
accessed by anyone in Kent who may need extra 
support”.

Building partnerships

The most effective responses to mental health needs 
in a local area often require different services to 
work together to offer people more coordinated help. 
Elected members have helped to build partnerships 
by bringing leaders together across agencies 
and encouraging them to work collaboratively. 
Partnerships can include a range of other statutory 
sector bodies but also local businesses, voluntary and 
community organisations.

Bristol City Council’s Thrive Bristol programme seeks 
to work with organisations across the city region 
https://www.bristol.gov.uk/mayor/thrive-bristol on a 
ten-year plan to improve mental health and wellbeing. 
It works with local businesses to encourage improved 
mental health support in workplaces as well as 
building partnerships between statutory bodies and 
with voluntary and community sector organisations. 
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The future

The Mental Health Challenge has demonstrated that 
local councils and councillors have great potential 
to improve mental health and wellbeing in their 
communities. While local government has been hit 
hard by austerity policies and funding cuts during the 
lifetime of the Challenge, councils have found creative 
ways of making an impact in their communities at 
little or no cost. 

Local councillors are uniquely able to connect 
the formal processes of local government with 
their symbolic roles as representatives of their 
communities and the platform that being an elected 
member affords. They can offer system leadership in a 
way that brings organisations together for a common 
cause, that engages people who may not otherwise be 
involved in political processes and that makes mental 
health everyone’s business.

We know, however, that there is more to do. We 
want to reach all local councils and enable member 
champions to fulfil more of their potential. We want 
it to become routine practice nationwide that every 
council has a mental health member champion and 
that mental health is included in all local councils’ 
decision-making and policy formation. We believe 
that by continuing to support and build the network of 
member champions we can bring about a marked shift 
in the prominence and significance of mental health 
as a driver for local decision-making.
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Mental Health Challenge website: www.
mentalhealthchallenge.org.uk 

What makes a ‘good’ JSNA for mental health: www.
centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/meeting-
need

To find out more about the Mental Health 
Challenge:

Emma Bailey - Campaigns Lead, Centre for Mental Health

www.mentalhealthchallenge.org.uk

emma.bailey@centreformentalhealth.org.uk

@MH_Challenge

Centre for Mental Health 2019
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