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The UK’s National Body for Wellbeing 
Evidence, Policy & Practice 

An independent collaborative 
organisation set up to develop and 
share robust, accessible and useful 

evidence about wellbeing



Health is a state 
of complete 
physical, mental 
and social 
wellbeing and 
not merely the 
absence of 
disease or 
infirmity.



Wellbeing is personal and subjective

• It’s about how we feel ourselves and how 
we experience life as a whole.

• It’s quality of life, good physical and mental 
health, relationships, and being part of our 
communities.

• It’s about how external/ environmental 
conditions affect our lives and how we 
function in society.

It’s different for different people.



Components of self-reported wellbeing







Average self-reported wellbeing over time for Yorkshire and 

Humberside & All English regions (LG Inform)





Evaluative 
Life Satisfaction – moves 
more slowly but more 
lasting. Affected by  
employment, health & 
relationships 

Positive Affect
Happiness – moves more rapidly 
and more impacted by time use.  
Needs regular top up and 
greater frequency. 

Negative Affect 
Anxiety – moves more rapidly and 
linked with fear, safety and 
financial concerns 

Eudaimonic / Purpose
Worthwhile  – moves more slowly 
but important. Affected by job 
quality, relationships, time use, 
religion, caring/giving. 

The impact of the pandemic on personal wellbeing



Mental Health and Wellbeing



What matters for 

wellbeing?





Very few things impact wellbeing as much as work



We’re least happy during working age 

Anti depressant and suicide rates by age, UK 



Workplaces & 
wellbeing 

Think of a time you had 
high wellbeing at work…

What did it feel like, and 
what was the cause?



Workplace drivers of wellbeing 

Not all ‘work’ is the same

What makes the biggest 

difference for your people?

1. People work for People

Health & Relationships

2. We need to feel safe

Security & Environment

3. We need to feel fulfilled

Purpose Development supported 
by

https://whatworkswellbeing.org/resources/workplace-wellbeing-questionnaire-methodology/
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The drivers of job satisfaction
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Interpersonal Relationships

Interesting job

Pay

Job Security

Opportunities for advancement

Independence

Skills Match

Usefulness

Working hours

Working hours mismatch

Difficulty, Stress, Danger

Work-life imbalance

Oxford Research Centre - De Neve et al 2018
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Jan-Emmanuel De Neve et al.,
“Work and well-being: A global 

perspective,” 
Global Happiness Policy Report 2018

Share of satisfaction explained by each factor, %



Managers are key…but managers are often miserable 

Wellbeing at Work

…….the ‘squeezed’ middle manager

• Under the most pressure at work, with excessive workloads 
• Most likely to need support with mental health

Work is also not very ‘happy’ time and 
place (positive affect/mood).

After being ill in bed we are least happy in 
the presence of our line manger.



Know your people;
know your context 

How are the drivers of wellbeing 
effected where you are? 

What do you already do? 

What impact is it having?



Know your People



Context: How wellbeing can vary by driver across different sites 



Civil Service People Service 2019 - Wellbeing scores against PERMA and Stress

Department
W01: Life 

Satisfaction

W02: 

Worthwhile

W03: 

Happiness

W04: 

Anxiety
PERMA Proxy Stress 

SG 71% 74% 65% 31% 75% 27%

WG 77% 72% 68% 32% 77% 20%

DfE 71% 74% 64% 32% 75% 25%

DIT 71% 74% 67% 34% 74% 29%

FCO 69% 74% 66% 34% 76% 27%

DHSC * 70% 73% 64% 33% 75% 26%

DCMS 69% 74% 65% 35% 74% 27%

CO 70% 73% 63% 35% 75% 28%

DfT 69% 71% 63% 30% 74% 26%

MHCLG * 69% 72% 64% 33% 75% 26%

DExEU 70% 72% 64% 35% 74% 28%

DWP 67% 72% 63% 32% 74% 29%

BEIS 68% 72% 63% 33% 74% 26%

CS 67% 71% 62% 32% 74% 28%

MoD 66% 70% 61% 29% 73% 30%

HMT 70% 70% 61% 40% 75% 25%

DfID 65% 74% 60% 36% 74% 30%

Defra 66% 71% 61% 36% 73% 29%

HO 64% 69% 60% 32% 72% 32%

MoJ 64% 70% 61% 34% 73% 32%

HMRC 62% 66% 57% 34% 70% 33%

Source: Civil Service People Service, 2019. Ordered by average rank. W01-03 is % answering 7 to 10/10; W04 is % 

answering 6 to 10/10. PERMA index: a higher score indicates a more 'flourish' working environment. Proxy Stress Index: a 

higher score indicates a more stressful working environment.

How are the Civil Service doing? 



Understanding staff wellbeing needs

How are we doing in terms of…?
• Purpose and engagement
• Job prospects
• Autonomy and skills use
• Work demands
• Relationships and management
• Working time quality
• Physical environment
• Organisational health policies

• Financial wellbeing



Money and Pensions Service

The case for financial 

wellbeing in the workplace

27

of UK employees 
admit to worrying 
about money, and 
of these - 77% say 
that money worries 
impact them at 
work (2019).

of UK employers 
believe their 
employees’ job 
performance is 
negatively affected 
when they are 
under financial 
pressure (2018).

94% 69%

Six out of 10 
employees consider 
financial wellbeing 
to be the 
responsibility of 
their employer.
2019



What Works:

Improving 

wellbeing

at work 



Work can help us a 
lot 

What do you think 
affects our job 
satisfaction most? 

How can we make it 
better?



Good people 

management practices

Impacts on job satisfaction, 
engagement,
sickness absence,
patient satisfaction.



Management and Performance: good people management practices make a difference 

Importance of the basics 

Trusts that made the most extensive use of good people 
management practices:

1. were over three times more likely to have the lowest levels of 
staff sickness absence 

2. at least four times more likely to have the most satisfied patients.
3. more than twice as likely to have staff with the highest levels of 

job satisfaction compared to NHS Trusts that made least use of 
these practices

4. over three times more likely to have staff with the highest levels 
of engagement.

Line managers can directly influence: 

• good work organization: providing workers with the context, 

guidance, tools, and autonomy to minimize frustration and make 

their jobs meaningful

• psychological safety: the absence of interpersonal fear as a driver 

of employee behaviour



Belonging and 

shared values

Impacts on organisational 
resilience and 
performance.



The social atmosphere at work



Wellbeing skills and training courses



What works for employee wellbeing?

• Great people management
• Belonging & shared values
• Wellbeing skills training
• Learning at work 
• Team work and shared activities

Effect on personal wellbeing, sustainable 
performance achievements.

• Organisation-wide approaches or 
holistic strategies

• How interventions are implemented 
is also important



Concluding thoughts

• Measure, benchmark and report employee wellbeing: seek to understand difference:
how do the drivers of workplace wellbeing play out across roles and sites?

• Map what data you have and what interventions you are delivering.
What works well, for who in what context?  

• Employment and high quality jobs are important for individual wellbeing,
for reasons beyond income: for example building purpose & meaning in our lives.
It’s important to measure purpose

• Recognise trade-offs between job quality aspects

• What can employers do? Give employees opportunities to use their skills, train and have 
more control over their tasks; ensure good quality management and healthy workplace 
relationships are in place.  Evaluate & understand impact of new interventions

• A good job is also one that provides the access and means for people to engage in other 
purposeful activities at home or outside work (volunteering, leisure time, continuous 
education, etc).  A ripple to enhanced societal and population level wellbeing



Thank you!

Joanne.smithson@whatworkswellbeing.org

www.whatworkswellbeing.org

@whatworksWB @joannesmithson


