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As mental ill-health becomes the biggest risk to construction works 
today, it is imperative that employers in the construction industry 
address this as a business and social priority. 

Following his recent presentation at The Chartered Institute of Building’s Abu Dhabi event on 25 February 

2020, FTI Consulting’s Connor Curran discusses the latest statistics and suggests some key steps for 

promoting positive mental health and wellbeing in the industry.  

1  https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/mental-health-strengthening-our-response

2  Office of National Statistics (2017). Suicide by occupation, England: 2011 to 2015 

3  https://www.constructionnews.co.uk/data/data-news/suicide-statistics-a-wake-up-call-for-construction-28-03-2017/

The World Health Organization (WHO) 

defines mental health as  

“a state of wellbeing in which the 

individual realises their own abilities, 

can cope with the normal stresses 

of life, can work productively and 

fruitfully, and are able to make a 

contribution to their community.”1

Startling Statistics 

2017 

• On 17 March 2017, the Office of National Statistics (ONS) 

published an article titled ‘Suicide by occupation, England: 
2011 to 2015’. This article analysed deaths from suicide 

in different occupational groups for people aged 20 to 

64 years based on deaths registered in England between 

2011 and 2015.2 This identified that risk of suicide among 

low-skilled workers in construction roles was 3.7 times 

higher than the national average.

• In England, 1,419 construction workers took their own lives

between 2011 and 2015, of which 1,409 were men and ten 

were women.3 
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have considered 
taking their own 
life
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• Construction News, a UK web and magazine-based resource

for construction industry news and market intelligence, 

undertook a ‘Mind Matters Survey’. A total of 1,139 people 

from across the construction industry participated, of which 

55% admitted to experiencing mental health issues, while 

one in four considered taking their own life.4 

Unfortunately, when looking at suicides overall, whether in 

the workplace or not, construction companies face by far 

the highest suicide number and rates. This elevated rate 

has been identified in many countries including the United 

States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand.

• BMC Public Health published an article in June 2017 

examining ‘Male suicide among construction workers in 
Australia’ which noted “…a past meta-analysis of international 
studies published over the period 1979 to 2012 indicated 
suicide rates among low skilled workers in construction were 
80% higher than the general working population.” 5

2018: 

• In the United States, a study by Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC) titled ‘Suicide Rates by Major 
Occupational Group – 17 States, 2012 and 2015’ indicated 

the major occupational group with the highest male suicide 

rate was Construction and Extraction (43.6 in 2012 and 

53.2 in 2015 per 100,000 civilian  non-institutionalized 

working persons).6

• The Health and Safety Executive found that work-related 

ill-health is increasing in the construction sector.7 The 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

(OECD) estimates mental ill-health is costing the UK more 

than £94bn every year, counting treatment, social support 

costs and the losses to the economy from people who 

cannot work.8

4  https://www.constructionnews.co.uk/agenda/mind-matters/uncovered-the-truth-behind-constructions-mental-health-27-04-2017/

5  https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-017-4500-8

6  https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/67/wr/mm6745a1.htm?s_cid=mm6745a1_e

7  https://www.healthinconstruction.co.uk/single-post/2018/12/06/HSE-releases-latest-health-and-safety-statistics

8  https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/nov/22/mental-illness-costs-uk-94bn-a-year-oecd-report-says-employment-economy-productivity

9  http://www.globalconstructionreview.com/news/gmb-gender-equality-uk-construction-still-distant-/

Cause and effect 
To better understand the WHY behind these statistics we must 
examine common characteristics within the construction 
industry. Traditionally, the industry has been predominately 
male dominated, known for its ‘macho culture’. In 2019, 
construction trade union GMB estimated that it will take almost 
200 years to achieve gender equality in the UK construction 
industry.9 The macho culture can lead to an unwillingness for 
men to talk about their physiological distress, ignoring any 
mental health related problems and feeling like they have to get 
on with things.

Other common characteristics include:

• Difficult working conditions with longer hours when 
compared to a standard work week;

• Projects are often far from home, causing extensive travel 
and extended time away from family and support networks;

• Unpredictability of workload and lingering unease regarding 
next project creates financial stress; and

• Low margins and a race to the bottom. 

COVID-19’s impact
In addition to the characteristics noted above, the COVID-
19 pandemic may heighten symptoms for people currently 
suffering from mental ill-health. For others within the 
construction industry, stressors such as working from 
home, loneliness, increased stress and panic may cause a 
deterioration in mental health. Aiysha Malik, a Technical Officer 
at the WHO’s Mental Health and Substance Use Department 
explained: “It’s really important to think about mental health as 
part of the public health response to COVID-19.”  
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Knowing the signs
Mates in Mind, a registered charity operating in the UK, was 
established in 2016 by the Health in Construction Leadership 
Group (HCLG). The vision of Mates in Mind states ‘there is no 
health without mental health’. While the signs and symptoms 
may differ from person to person, there are useful signs that 
we can look for which may indicate a coworker is suffering from 
poor mental health. Mates in Mind has released a spotting the 
signs infographic noting some useful signs to look out for in 

someone who may be suffering from mental ill-health; these 
include, among others:10

• Recent inability to concentrate on their work or in meetings;

• Feeling restless and agitated;

• Not wanting to talk to or be with people;

• New pattern of unexplained lateness or absences;

• Recent inability to complete any of their work; and

• Using drugs or alcohol to cope with feelings.

10  https://www.matesinmind.org/assets/uploads/WMHD_2019_Infographics_Spotting_the_signs.jpg

11 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/658145/thriving-at-work-stevenson-farmer-review.pdf

What can the industry do?
• There is a growing awareness within the construction industry 

regarding mental health and the industry recognises it needs 
to up its efforts to promote and support positive mental health 

and wellbeing. 

• In October 2017, Paul Farmer and Lord Dennis Stevenson 

published ‘Thriving at Work: a review of mental health and 
employers’  in response to a request from the UK government 
for an independent review into how employers can better 

support the mental health of its people.11 This recommended 

mental health core standards that all organisations could 

implement, including:

• Produce, implement and communicate a mental health at 

work plan;

• Develop mental health awareness among employees;

• Encourage open conversations about mental health and 
the support available when employees are struggling;

• Provide employees with good working conditions 
and ensure they have a healthy work-life balance and 
opportunities for development; 

• Promote effective people management through line 
managers and supervisors; and 

• Routinely monitor employee mental health and wellbeing.of respondents have experienced 
mental heath issues in their lives

88% said there needs to be
more support  

*The infographics in this article are based on the findings from Construction News’ 2017 Mind Matters Survey.



12  https://www.centreformentalhealth.org.uk/news/mental-health-problems-work-cost-uk-economy-ps349bn-last-year-says-centre-mental-health

13  https://www.matesinmind.org/aboutus/about.html

14  https://www.ciob.org/media-centre/news/anxiety-uk-and-ciob-benevolent-fund-team-offer-more-member-support

guidance on mental health, mental illness and mental wellbeing, 
and how they can address this within their organisations.13

Furthermore, the Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB) has 
teamed up with Anxiety UK to offer members a new service. 
Through the partnership Anxiety UK will deliver specialised 
support to CIOB members living with anxiety, stress or anxiety-
based depression.14

Physical health and safety are taken very seriously by the 
construction industry. At a time when a construction worker 
is more likely to die from suicide than a fall from height, it is 
important that we enable workers to recognise signs of mental 
ill-health in themselves and others. There isn’t one solution 
to address all the issues but creating an environment where 
employers invest in their workers mental health is a positive 
step in the right direction. 
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By implementing these measures employers will be in a better 
position to identify, support, address and prevent mental 
ill-health. The Centre for Mental Health, a leading charity with 30 
years’ experience in mental health notes: “Employers that take 
steps to support mental health at work will benefit from a more 
productive, happy and loyal workforce. Those that ignore the 
issue, or who undermine the mental health of their staff, risk not 
only the health of the people who work for them but the wealth 
of their business and the health of the economy as a whole.”12

Let’s start talking
Charities, employers and various organisations are tackling the 

issue of mental ill-health, addressing the stigma and promoting 
positive mental health and wellbeing. 

A good example is the UK Charity Mates in Mind which aims to 
provide clear information to employers on available support and 
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*The infographics in this article are based on the findings from Construction News’ 2017 Mind Matters Survey.




