
Mental health for all?

A system designed for equality



The ‘triple barrier’ of 
mental health inequality

Unequal determinants 
of mental health

Unequal access to 
mental health support

Unequal experience 
and outcomes

And how to scale 
solutions



Commission for Equality 
in Mental Health

Commission set up in 2018, members joined 
through open recruitment

Funded by Elliott Simmons Memorial Trust

Call for evidence received over 100 responses 
+ visits, workshops and evidence review

Series of briefings on determinants, access, 
experiences & outcomes

Final report at 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/pu
blications/mental-health-for-all

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/mental-health-for-all


Determinants of good or 
poorer mental health

Protective factors:

Secure attachment

Positive parenting

Secure housing

Economic security

Positive school 
experience

Procedural justice, 
eg at work

Risk factors:

Traumatic events

Abuse and neglect

Isolation

Bullying

Poverty 

Insecure housing

(Fear of) crime

Discrimination

Racism



Holt-Lunstad J, Smith TB, Layton JB (2010) Social Relationships and Mortality Risk: A Meta-analytic 

Review. PLoS Med 7(7): e1000316. doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1000316   

“Social relationships and social integration are as (if not more) 

important as smoking, drinking, exercise and obesity in determining 

health and wellbeing”



Risk factors not equally 
distributed

Higher risk of poor 
mental health:

People on low incomes

Disabled people

LGBTQ+

Long-term illness

Neurodiversity

Looked After Children

Criminal justice system



Deprivation and 
common MH problems 
mapped



Inequality: impact and 

implications for action 

Impact on mental health

High socio-economic inequality leaves 

those in ‘inferior’ positions internalizing 

shame & failure, higher levels mental 

ill-health

Intersecting inequalities on basis of 

race, gender, sexual orientation, 

disability etc. erode people’s resources 

and well-being

Unequal societies like UK have lower 

protective factors of trust and 

community engagement

Mental health challenges often trigger 

increased poverty, powerlessness in a 

vicious cycle 

(See Wilkinson & Pickett 2018 The Inner Level) 

What people need to 

break cycle

Restoring power and value – eg

MH services offering opportunity 

to overcome (never repeat) 

discrimination, define your own 

goals, have a life 

Understanding whole life 

experience, with robust 

approaches to redress inequalities  

(not just dealing with 

discrimination after the event)

Enabling connection on a basis of 

equality: peer support, peer 

leadership & ‘bridging’ social 

capital



Trauma and restraint



What can change this?



A system designed for 
equality



Communities & civil 
society

Communities (of geography, interest, culture, 
intersection)  can lead the way and mobilise action, 
with sustained infrastructure investment, from 
statutory agencies & grant givers. Many examples eg

The Motherhood Project (set up by black women,  
offer peering support, reducing isolation, influencing 
maternity services)

Taraki, a Punjabi organization reshaping approaches 
to mental health

Rainbow Noir, offering peer support to people of 
colour identifying as LGBTQI

“I can find my people…You can take your armour off. 
You don’t have to explain.”



Not just single services

And system change examples. Black Thrive in 
Lambeth is a community led partnership, with 
statutory agencies, influencing the whole 
system through a centralized infrastructure, 
dedicated staff and structured process that 
leads to a common agenda, shared 
measurement, continuous communication, 
and mutually reinforcing activities

Build on learning from Covid: trusted 
organisations and leaders working with 
statutory services 



Local systems

Inclusive economy: anchor institution role as 
good employer and contractor (Living Wage, 
routes to careers for diverse local people, 
including those living with mental distress)

Local strategies, Marmot cities….addressing 
structural issues from housing and green 
spaces to inclusive education and digital 
connectivity



Mental health services

Coproduced, engaging and skill-sharing with 
communities eg:

Mac UK: young peer workers engage people who have 
no trust in public services and link them with mental 
health support and services

Share power. Aim to model a reversal of inequality

Work strenuously to reduce restrictive practices

Take the opportunity of Primary Care Networks & 
‘Place’ to be holistic: repeat CQC surveys of 
community mental health service users show highest 
dissatisfaction is with lack of support with finance, 
housing, employment. Connect people to the full 
range of support they want to lead a fulfilling life



Integrated Care 
Systems (ICSs)

ICSs have as one of their 4 objectives to 
tackle inequalities in outcomes, experience 
and access. Through partnerships they can:

Set a new direction 

Invest sustainably in new models of support, 
including mobilizing the power of civil society

Allocate resources to redress inequalities 

Support and connect anchor institutions 

Ensure accountability for reducing mental 
health inequalities



National leadership

Hold local systems and services to account 
for reducing inequalities in access, outcomes 
and experience. Show it is a top priority

A fundamental longer term challenge is to 
reduce inequalities of income, wealth and 
power, with policy action across early years, 
housing, employment, social security, social 
care and more

Centre for Mental Health is setting up a network 
of ICS mental health leads: contact 

andy.bell@centreformentalhealth.org.uk

mailto:andy.bell@centreformentalhealth.org.uk


Reports and resources

Mental health for all: 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/pu
blications/mental-health-for-all

Covid-19 and mental health: 
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/pu
blications/covid-19-and-nations-mental-
health-october-2020

https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/mental-health-for-all
https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/publications/covid-19-and-nations-mental-health-october-2020

