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How local councils can help

Local councils can make a difference in all aspects 
of their essential work. Key actions to promote and 
protect mental health include:

1. Be aware of people in your community who are at 
higher risk of mental health problems as a result of 
the crisis

While everyone’s mental health is under pressure 
now, we know that some groups of people face 
especially high risks. They may need extra help to 
cope with the emotional after-effects, and councils 
can help to coordinate local efforts to reach out to 
those who need support.

• People who have been treated in hospital for the 
virus, especially in intensive care. For many this 
is a traumatic experience that can have a lasting 
effect on mental health.

• People working in health and care services, 
especially where people are being treated for the 
virus.

• People who have been bereaved at this time: 
for many, the normal process of grief has been 
disrupted, putting greater strain on their mental 
health.

• People whose livelihoods have been affected 
long-term by the lockdown and ongoing 
restrictions: financial insecurity and poverty are 
among the biggest risks to our mental health at 
any time.

• People affected by violence and abuse, many 
of whom have been at greater risk during the 
lockdown.

• People living with long-term health conditions, 
especially those who have been shielding, many 
of whom face a prolonged period of isolation and 
fear.

• Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities: 
many of which have higher risks of both mental ill 
health and Covid-19.

The Local Authority Mental Health Challenge

Supporting mental health during Covid-19:   
a brief guide for local councillors
Introduction 

The Covid-19 pandemic is a health emergency on 
a global scale, such as we have never seen in our 
lifetimes. But it is also having a big impact on our 
mental health.

It’s natural to be anxious and worried at this time, 
but for many people the stress, fear and uncertainty 
will have a serious and lasting impact on their mental 
health. And for people already living with mental 
health problems, this is an especially difficult time.

Local councils are already stepping up nationwide 
and leading efforts to respond to the crisis. Local 
councils are taking unprecedented steps to save 
lives, protect public health and support people who 
face the biggest risks. Local authorities have shown 
compassion, creativity and commitment to their 
communities throughout the crisis. Maintaining 
essential services, adapting to new circumstances, 
and building alliances with the NHS and voluntary 
sector partners have been at the heart of the response 
so far.

At least half a million more people nationwide are 
likely to have a mental health problem as a result of 
Covid-19:  https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.
uk/covid-19-nations-mental-health. And like any 
major trauma, the effects will be felt over months and 
years afterwards.
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Leeds City Council has produced a guide for 
community organisations, staff and volunteers, with 
advice on how to talk to someone who is feeling 
suicidal during Covid-19. Catherine Ward, Public 
Mental Health Lead, said: “many of the volunteers 
over the city who have signed up to help during 
Covid-19 told us they felt ill equipped in dealing with 
people who they thought were suicidal. We really 
wanted to help them understand their role and not feel 
too overwhelmed.” To read the guide visit: https://
www.leeds.gov.uk/docs/Suicide%20prevention%20
Guidance%20for%20frontline%20workers%20
and%20volunteers.pdf

2. Support people with mental health difficulties 
through the crisis

Life is difficult for everyone now, but it is especially 
tough for people who have long-term mental health 
problems. This includes support with basic needs, 
such as food and money.

Help with shopping and deliveries can be essential 
for people with mental health difficulties who 
cannot get to shops or leave their homes. Many have 
invisible barriers such as phobias that make going 
out especially difficult at this time, while others don’t 
have enough money to buy food.

Making sure people are getting the benefits they’re 
entitled to and being helped with money matters is 
essential. This is a struggle in normal times for many 
people living with mental health problems, and many 
may miss out on the extra help available now.

Anyone who needs help with collecting food and 
medicines as a result of a mental health problem can 
contact the NHS Volunteer Responders scheme on 
0808 196 3646.

Specialist advice about money and mental 
health is available from: https://www.
mentalhealthandmoneyadvice.org/en/

3. Work with community organisations 
supporting people’s mental health

Local charities and community organisations are 
dealing with greater demand for help but with fewer 
resources. They are stepping up and adapting to 
social distancing at a time when fundraising is more 
difficult. Help to sustain their funding at this crucial 
time will stop many from disappearing as a result of 

the crisis.

Local organisations can also provide vital insights and 
intelligence about what’s happening in communities. 
They can help council members know about issues 
quickly to help prevent problems from becoming 
crises.

St Albans City and District Council Mental Health 
Champion, Cllr Anthony Rowlands, convened a 
meeting with local organisations providing mental 
health and other types of community support, 
representatives from schools, business and the youth 
service along with Hertfordshire’s Director of Public 
Health and senior professionals from the local Mental 
Health Trust. The aim was to hear how everyone was 
coping with the crisis and to identify priorities for 
supporting local people.

Anthony said: “Participants were encouraged to 
share their experiences. There was a recognition 
that, as we move forward to what we hope will be 
the recovery phase, all organisations working to 
support people will face new challenges. The meeting 
served to establish some new links between people. 
We identified some common challenges which are 
emerging where meeting and working together in the 
near future could be helpful.”

4. Support schools and workplaces to return to 
‘normal’ safely

Returning to work or school after the lockdown will be 
difficult for many people. It may be especially difficult 
for those who have had traumatic experiences or 
who are anxious about their health or that of family 
members. Helping people to feel safe, backed up 
with emotional support for those who need it, will be 
important.

Schools and businesses are likely to face especial 
difficulties as more people return from the lockdown 
and self-isolation. For example children’s behaviour 
may be affected by the anxiety and trauma, and 
continued requirements for social distancing may 
make it harder to provide emotional support. And 
while many big employers have systems to support 
staff health and wellbeing, small businesses and 
self-employed people may struggle to cope while also 
dealing with a precarious financial position.

To find out more about how schools can create a 
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sense of safety for staff and students, visit: https://
www.traumainformedschools.co.uk/

For more guidance for businesses and employers 
about mental health at work during Covid-19 go to: 
https://www.mentalhealthatwork.org.uk/

5. Look after your own mental health

Being an elected council member or a council officer 
at such a challenging time can put pressure on your 
own mental health. It’s important to do what you 
can to look after your mental health. Council staff 
may also be under additional pressure at this time: 
ensuring that they have a reasonable workload and 
can work flexibly and safely is essential to maintain 
wellbeing when there is heightened demand on many 
council services.

Practical advice and tips on looking after your mental 
health during Covid-19 is available https://www.
centreformentalhealth.org.uk/coronavirus-update 

and the NHS Every Mind Matters campaign https://
www.nhs.uk/oneyou/every-mind-matters/. 
Where to get help and support

In an emergency, call 999

Samaritans: Call free on 116 123 or visit the website 
https://www.samaritans.org/

NHS 111: Non-emergency advice. Visit their website 
https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/
urgent-and-emergency-care/nhs-111/  Or call 111 
if you cannot get help online. People with hearing 
problems can use the NHS 111 British Sign Language 
(BSL) service https://interpreternow.co.uk/nhs111.

Shout: Confidential 24/7 crisis text support. 
Text “SHOUT” to 85258 or visit https://www.
giveusashout.org/

More information about mental health and 
coronavirus

To stay up to date with the latest information, advice 
and research about mental health and Covid-19, 
visit https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/
coronavirus-update

The Mental Health Challenge website has more 
information for local councillors about a range 
of mental health topics including a resource 
page focusing on Covid-19, visit http://www.
mentalhealthchallenge.org.uk/coronavirus-update-
mental-health-challenge/

To find out more about the Mental Health 
Challenge or become a member Champion for 
Mental Health:

Emma Bailey - Campaigns Lead, Centre for Mental Health

www.mentalhealthchallenge.org.uk

emma.bailey@centreformentalhealth.org.uk

@MH_Challenge

Centre for Mental Health 2020

“Councillors are working extremely hard to 
support the mental health and wellbeing of 
their residents during the pandemic, including 
children and young people and frontline 
workers.

They are playing a vital leadership role 
bringing together partners to help ensure 
people can still access the mental health 
support they need, as well as helping to identify 
those most at risk and making the most of 
positive developments such as the increase in 
community spirit.

As the country gets back to work and schools 
and shops start to re-open, councillors will 
provide valuable mental wellbeing support and 
reassurance, including for people continuing 
to shield, in other vulnerable circumstances or 
who are self-isolating.”

Cllr Ian Hudspeth, Chairman of the Local 
Government Association’s Community 
Wellbeing Board
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