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NHS England and NHS Improvement: Advancing 
mental health equalities strategy 

NHS England and NHS Improvement (NHSEI) has published its first Advancing Mental Health 

Equalities Strategy, which summarises the core actions that need to be taken to bridge the gaps 

for communities fairing worse than others in mental health services. This briefing summarises 

key points from the strategy, but we encourage providers to read the document in full for a 

comprehensive overview. 

 

Key points 

• NHSEI’s Advancing Mental Health Equalities Strategy summarises the core actions that need to be 

taken to bridge the gaps for communities fairing worse than others in mental health services. It sits 

alongside the NHS Mental Health Implementation Plan 2019/20 – 2023/24 and is also an important 

element of overall NHS plans to accelerate action to address health inequalities in the next stage of 

responding to COVID-19. 

• NHSEI commits to take a range of actions across three workstreams to support the delivery of the 

strategy. These include: 

• Supporting local health systems: develop the patient and carers race equality framework and 

use this to support mental health services to improve Black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) 

communities’ experiences of care. Further commitments include: putting in place a provider 

collaborative impact framework; directly supporting and funding schemes that can address 

inequalities; and documenting and sharing positive practice. 

• Data and information: improve the quality and flow of data to national datasets and use 

headline measures of mental health equality to monitor change over time and identify where 

improvements need to be made. These measures will be used to inform system support offers. 

Financial levers will also be used, where possible and appropriate, to incentivise improvements. 

• Workforce: circulate emerging evidence of positive practice in advancing disability and race 

workforce equality, and support systems to review routes into training. Further commitments 

include: embedding approaches to developing a representative workforce equipped with the 

required skills and knowledge; identifying opportunities to embed equalities thinking in 

curriculum development for new staff; and encouraging uptake of positive practice models. 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/00159-advancing-mental-health-equalities-strategy.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/00159-advancing-mental-health-equalities-strategy.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/00159-advancing-mental-health-equalities-strategy.pdf
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/nhs-mental-health-implementation-plan-2019-20-2023-24.pdf
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• Headline indicators of mental health inequalities will be made publicly available once developed to 

enable appropriate challenge and action by the end of 2020/21. These indicators will be used in 

regional and local assurance discussions to agree areas for improvements.  

• Implementation of the strategy will be overseen by the Advancing Mental Health Equality 

Taskforce. NHSEI commits to working closely with the taskforce and the wider sector to develop 

support tools that ensure what is measured can be improved and demonstrable progress will have 

been made towards reducing mental health inequalities by 2023/24. 

 

Context 

Reducing inequalities is a key feature of the NHS Long Term Plan (LTP). The NHS Mental Health 

Implementation Plan 2019/20–2023/24, which gives the detail underpinning the NHS LTP ambitions 

for mental health, sets the expectation that all systems need to reduce mental health inequalities by 

2023/24. A summary of some of the most pervasive mental health inequalities in England are 

provided in Annex 1 of the strategy. These include age, ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, disability, 

and deprivation. 

 

Systems have since been asked to take urgent action to address health inequalities, paying particular 

attention to advancing equalities in access, experience and outcomes for groups facing inequalities in 

mental health, and to rapidly improve monitoring. The short term goals set out in the strategy 

provide guidance on the implementation of that action.  

 

Workstream 1: supporting local health systems 

The development of integrated care systems and roll-out of NHS-led provider collaboratives are 

identified in the strategy as presenting new opportunities for local health systems to take population 

health approaches to reduce inequalities, as well as streamline and localise care to treat the ‘whole’ 

person and remove gaps in commissioning and service provision. 

 

The strategy highlights children and young people’s local transformation plans and joint strategic 

needs assessments as providing a strong foundation from which to identify need, and the partnership 

arrangements necessary for local systems to address inequalities in the round. Other tools highlighted 

in the document for systems to use to support advancements in mental health equalities include: the 

advancing mental health equality resource; working well together: evidence and tools to enable co-

production in commissioning; and IAPT positive practice guides for BAME service users and older 

people. 

 

https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/nhs-mental-health-implementation-plan-2019-20-2023-24.pdf
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/nhs-mental-health-implementation-plan-2019-20-2023-24.pdf
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/nhs-mental-health-implementation-plan-2019-20-2023-24.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/20200807-Implementing-phase-3-jb.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/mental-health/cyp/transformation/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/joint-strategic-needs-assessment-and-joint-health-and-wellbeing-strategies-explained
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/joint-strategic-needs-assessment-and-joint-health-and-wellbeing-strategies-explained
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/nccmh/amhe/amhe-resource.pdf
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/nccmh/amhe/amhe-resource.pdf
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/nccmh/working-well-together/working-well-together-evidence-and-tools-to-enable-coproduction-in-mental-health-commissioning.pdf
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/nccmh/working-well-together/working-well-together-evidence-and-tools-to-enable-coproduction-in-mental-health-commissioning.pdf
https://babcp.com/Therapists/BAME-Positive-Practice-Guide-PDF
https://www.uea.ac.uk/documents/20142/603973/norwich-medical-school-iapt-older-people-positive-practice-guide.pdf/5bad5a56-50b7-fb59-5d29-df610722efef?t=1576366647178
https://www.uea.ac.uk/documents/20142/603973/norwich-medical-school-iapt-older-people-positive-practice-guide.pdf/5bad5a56-50b7-fb59-5d29-df610722efef?t=1576366647178
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NHSEI commits to taking the following actions to assist local systems: 

 

• Develop the patient and carers race equality framework (PCREF) and use this to support mental 

health services to improve BAME experiences of care, as recommended in the independent review 

of the Mental Health Act. Within one year, early examples of positive practice will be identified and 

shared; an engagement programme will be rolled out and learning shared; and a framework for 

testing in different settings will be drafted. Beyond year one, the framework will be tested and 

evaluated before being finalised for uptake by mental health providers. 

 

• Directly support and fund schemes that can address inequalities. Within one year, emerging 

positive practice and lessons learned on advancing equalities from transformation funding sites will 

be gathered and shared with the system. Beyond year one, NHSEI will continue to gather and 

share emerging positive practice and lessons learned, and embed better ways of working across 

the system. 

 

• Document and share positive practice in advancing equalities to support collective improvements. 

Within one year, NHSEI will populate and promote a library of emerging positive practice, collect 

and share learning from systems piloting or rolling out new models of care, and identify gaps in 

evidence and support National Institute for Health Research and government to address them. 

Beyond year one, NHSEI aim for this library to be robust and well populated, and continue to 

expand and evolve and be frequently accessed by providers and commissioners. 

 

• Share learning from specialist community forensic team and women’s pilots in secure care settings. 

Within one year, site-specific inequalities plans and co-produced local and national plans, 

accompanied by a support offer, will be put in place. Piloting ends in 2020/21 and next steps will 

be determined in the context of provider collaboratives. 

 

• Putting in place provider collaborative impact framework. Within one year the impact framework 

will be in place for all provider collaboratives and specific support will be given to them to share 

positive practice. Beyond year one, outcomes collected through provider collaboratives will be 

reviewed and the framework will be updated. 

 

Workstream 2: data and information 

The strategy stresses that collecting and using data to inform intelligent insights and decision-making 

is critical in advancing mental health equalities.  
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It highlights that, whilst there are ongoing challenges with the quality and flow of mental health data 

at a national level, systems can take advantage of recent improvements in the quality and content of 

the IAPT Data Set by using the Public Health England’s (PHE) fingertips profiling tool and NHS 

Digital’s 2019/20 annual report on the use of IAPT services. The strategy also highlights that data on 

activity for specific demographics is available from NHS Digital’s monthly and annual publications 

from the Mental Health Services Data Set and included in NHSEI publications such as the NHS mental 

health dashboard. 

 

NHSEI will take the following actions to improve the quality and availability of data that can be used 

to shine a light on inequalities and drive positive change: 

 

• Improve the quality and flow of data to national datasets. Within one year, NHSEI will agree a 

workplan to capture and flow patient experience data in a more systematic fashion, and continue 

to deliver, develop and track national progress against the Data Quality Improvement Plan. Beyond 

year one, NHSEI aims to achieve high levels of completeness and quality within national NHS 

mental health datasets to provide analytical insights at national and local levels.  

 

• Use headline measures of mental health equality to monitor change over time and identify where 

improvements need to be made. Within one year, NHSEI aim to formalise headline indicators of 

inequality for systematic reporting, and work with NHS Digital and PHE to improve reporting on 

equality data and increase the range of metrics published and other publications systems can 

readily access. Beyond year one, national headline indicators will be agreed, published and tracked 

at a national level. These headline measures will be used to inform support offers for systems 

where inequalities persist. Financial levers will also be used, where possible and appropriate, to 

incentivise advancing mental health equalities. 

 

Workstream 3: Workforce 

The strategy recognises that a diverse and representative workforce at all levels of the system, which 

is equipped with the skills and capabilities it needs to advance mental health equalities, is fundamental 

to achieving long-term change. The strategy highlights the NHS People Plan for 2020/21, the work of 

Health Education England’s Equalities subgroup, targeted work being delivered in key professional 

areas such as clinical psychology, and the delivery of the Workforce Race Equality Standard (WRES) 

and the Workforce Disability Equality Standard (WDES) as examples of work already underway. 

 

https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/profile-group/mental-health/profile/common-mental-disorders
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/psychological-therapies-annual-reports-on-the-use-of-iapt-services/annual-report-2019-20
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/psychological-therapies-annual-reports-on-the-use-of-iapt-services/annual-report-2019-20
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/data-collections-and-data-sets/data-sets/mental-health-services-data-set
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/nhs-mental-health-dashboard/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/nhs-mental-health-dashboard/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/ournhspeople/
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NHSEI commits to the following actions to support the development of a representative workforce, 

equipped with the skills and knowledge to advance mental health equalities: 

 

• Within one year, circulate emerging evidence of positive practice in advancing disability and race 

workforce equality. NHSEI also aim to work with Health Education England (HEE) to support 

systems to review routes into training to increase diversity, work with higher education institutions 

on making selection processes more equitable, and consider targeted outreach to fill places. 

 

• Beyond year one, work with HEE, WRES and WDES programmes to embed approaches to 

developing a representative workforce at all levels, equipped with the skills and knowledge to 

advance mental health equalities. NHSEI also aim to identify opportunities to embed equalities 

thinking in curriculum development for new staff, and encourage and support the uptake of 

positive practice models which support diverse workplaces. 

 

Tracking and assuring delivery of the strategy 

Implementation of this strategy will be overseen by the Advancing Mental Health Equality Taskforce. 

Headline indicators of mental health inequalities will be made publicly available once developed to 

enable appropriate challenge and action by the end of 2020/21. These indicators will be used in 

regional and local assurance discussions to agree areas for improvements.  

 

NHSEI commits to working closely with the taskforce and the wider sector to develop support tools 

that ensure what is measured can be improved and demonstrable progress will have been made 

towards reducing mental health inequalities by 2023/24. In the meantime, NHSEI signposts system 

leaders and partners to the reducing health inequalities resources already published.  

 

NHS Providers view 

We welcome NHS England and NHS Improvement setting out how they plan to support local health 

systems to better address inequalities in access, experience and outcomes of mental healthcare in 

more detail. Targeted action is crucial to addressing the substantial ‘care deficit’ that remains in 

mental health, despite growing aspirations and welcome progress made in recent years, and ensure 

all those who need help and treatment are able to access high quality care and support, and the 

provision of mental health services is adequately prioritised across the whole of the healthcare system. 

 

The strategy is right to underline the NHS’s duty to advance equalities in NHS services and we look 

forward to helping to support NHSEI and trusts to deliver on the strategy’s ambitions. We welcome 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/about/equality/equality-hub/resources/
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that there is a particular emphasis on NHSEI identifying and sharing positive practice so that local 

areas can learn from what works in a systematic and coordinated way.  

 

NHSEI are right to focus their efforts on supporting local systems and on improving data and 

information, given the need for a greater understanding within systems of mental health and 

wellbeing needs, and services to meet these needs prioritised by local systems accordingly. It will be 

important to fully involve trusts in taking forward the actions outlined in the strategy to ensure 

successful implementation, in particular the work planned to improve the quality and flow of data to 

national data sets, and the development of appropriate headline measures of mental health equality 

for local systems to be measured against. Similarly, trusts must be adequately involved in the 

development and testing of the frameworks concerning patient and carer race equality and provider 

collaborative impact respectively.  

 

We also welcome NHSEI highlighting that the NHS cannot alone solve the causal factors which 

increase the likelihood of developing a mental health problem. Broader action is required to tackle 

the wider determinants of mental ill health, including national policy focused on increased support for 

both mental health and public health. Further key priorities for action to address the historical, 

structural disadvantage facing mental health provision which impacts on access, experience and 

outcomes of mental healthcare include: ensuring the sector receives its fair share of revenue and 

capital investment; improving and making funding mechanisms more transparent; and setting clear 

expectations around the delivery of national investment and initiatives. 

 

Contact information 

Ella Fuller, Policy Advisor ella.fuller@nhsproviders.org  

mailto:ella.fuller@nhsproviders.org

