UK startup founders lead the way in prioritising mental health amid rising stress levels
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Mental Health Awareness Month, observed in May, serves as a crucial platform for collective dialogue surrounding mental wellbeing. This year, it is particularly poignant as alarming data reveals that 24% of the UK population experiences stress more frequently than not. Furthermore, a growing number of start-up founders report struggling with mental health challenges, with over half experiencing burnout and one in five noting a deterioration in their mental well-being within the past six months.
The impacts of stress are profound and multi-faceted. Chronic stress can lead to a myriad of health problems, including hypertension, heart disease, and psychological issues such as anxiety and depression. These health challenges contribute to what is increasingly recognised as a systemic issue affecting productivity and workplace culture. The consensus is clear: workplaces must cultivate environments that prioritise mental wellbeing, as employee happiness is correlated directly with enhanced performance.
Founders across various sectors have begun to take proactive steps toward embedding mental wellness into their organisational cultures. Clare Martin, Coaching Psychologist and Founder at Goldcrest Training, emphasises the need for a shift from superficial wellbeing initiatives to more profound, evidence-based strategies. She advocates for leaders to model sustainable practices such as setting boundaries and investing time in rest and reflection. This foundational approach stresses that organisational health begins with individual well-being.
Riannon Palmer, Founder and Managing Director at Lem-uhn, shares her journey from experiencing severe burnout in a traditional PR agency to establishing a company that prioritises employee wellbeing. Implementing policies like menstrual leave and flexible hours, she believes that while policies are essential, cultivating a supportive culture is critical. Regular team check-ins are integral to ensuring that employees feel valued and supported, illustrating how work can positively influence mental health.
Kelly Tucker, founder of HR Star Consulting, echoes this sentiment, insisting that wellbeing should be a shared responsibility. By fostering open communication and manageable workloads, she highlights that when team members feel valued, they are more likely to thrive. Tucker's approach underscores the importance of leaders modelling healthy behaviours, creating a ripple effect throughout the organisation.
Indeed, the importance of boundaries has been a common theme among founders. Jenni Donato of Altitude learned this the hard way during the COVID-19 pandemic. She established strict boundaries around working hours to protect her mental health, a strategy she now teaches to other female founders. This proactive stance on mental health not only fosters personal resilience but has also shown to enhance business outcomes.
Sammy Rubin, CEO of YuLife, connects personal wellbeing with organisational success. His approach centres on creating a workplace culture where wellbeing is woven into everyday decisions and interactions. By recognising that a supportive environment is essential for productive work, Rubin champions a philosophy where every leader becomes a Chief Wellbeing Officer, demonstrating the importance of mental health in the business strategy.
This holistic approach aligns with broader trends reflecting a shift in workplace culture towards prioritising mental wellness, also highlighted in research by McKinsey which indicates that companies focused on mental health enjoy significant boosts in retention and innovation. As employers increasingly recognise their ethical and legal obligations to ensure safe, healthy workplaces, strategies for enhancing mental health are becoming integral to organisational success.
Simultaneously, initiatives beyond individual organisations are emerging. A coalition has proposed the first Tuesday in December as 'Wellbeing at Work Day' to spotlight mental health awareness across industries notoriously characterised by high-pressure cultures. This initiative, among others, seeks to create a tangible shift towards prioritising mental wellness within the corporate landscape. 
In conclusion, as awareness continues to grow, the onus remains on leaders across all industries to take meaningful action. Prioritising mental health is not merely a trend but a necessity for sustainable business success. As founders share their experiences, it becomes clear that prioritising mental wellbeing can lead to profound benefits—not only for individuals but for the organisations that foster such an environment. As we navigate this landscape, the message is unequivocal: promoting mental health is a shared responsibility and, ultimately, a pathway to greater success for all.
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