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Mental Health Works

 a nationally-delivered program of the 
Canadian Mental Health Association 
(CMHA)

 workshops, presentations, speakers
 customized training products
 consulting services
 information and workplace tools
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Mental Health Works

 a recognized leader in the field of 
workplace mental health

 a contributing partner to research
 an award-winning program
 Canadian Society for Training 

and Development (CSTD)
 Canadian Council on Learning (CCL)
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Mental Health Works

Assists organizations to be more effective 
in addressing workplace mental health 
issues

Focus areas: 
 intervention
 prevention 
 promotion
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Today we will explore
 what is meant by psychologically healthy 

workplace and psychologically safe workplace
 the business, legal, and social case
 workplace risk factors – to minimize or 

mitigate risk
 workplace protective factors – to prevent 

illness and improve recovery
 what we each can do 
 for our organizations
 for our teams
 for ourselves
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“A supportive work environment can reduce 
the onset, severity, impact and duration
of a mental health disorder.”
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“Furthermore, organizations that make the effort 
to address psychosocial risks and create a 
psychologically healthy workplace will have 
healthier, happier employees

and are likely to reap benefits in productivity, 
sustainability and growth.”

- J. Samra, M. Gilbert, M. Shain & D. Bilsker. Psychosocial Risk 
Factors 1, Consortium for Organizational Mental Healthcare, 
2009
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Psychologically healthy 
workplace practices

A nice thing to do
 promote employee practices that 

support good mental health
 provide services and resources
 may be linked to organizational 

strategic planning
 good business practice – can reduce 

disability costs and increase productivity
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Psychologically safe 
workplace practices

A must do
 similar to an employer’s physical

health and safety obligations
 employers required to make 

comprehensive, sustainable efforts to 
avoid psychological injury to employees

 increasingly, the “nice to do” is 
becoming the “must do”

- See Shain, M. Mental Injury and the Law, 2009 and 
Tracking the Perfect Legal Storm, 2010
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The business case

 the cost of not addressing mental 
health issues is 7% to 12% of payroll

 as a primary cause of disability, 
mental illness is second only to heart 
disease

 when we combine primary and 
secondary causes of disability, mental 
illness leads all other illnesses
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 increased workload 91%

 changes in duties 72%

 emotional tension is prevalent 64%

 increased absences 68%

 loss of productivity 61%

Current business climate
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The legal case

 legislation and case law are 
increasingly finding that employers are 
responsible for preventing mental injury 
to employees

 seven key areas of law are converging

human rights law labour relations law
workers compensation law of torts
employment standards
employment contract law
occupational health and safety law
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The legal case - Bill 168
 an amendment to Ontario 

Occupational Health and Safety 
(OHS) Act

 requires all employers to prevent and 
effectively address violence, 
harassment  and bullying in the 
workplace

 bullying and harassment often 
associated with ineffective 
management styles

 maintains the shared responsibility 
system of the OHS Act
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The social responsibility case

 employers seen as contributors to the 
health and wellbeing of citizens

 work affects our wellbeing which affects 
our families, friends, communities

 being socially responsible by providing 
a healthy and safe workplace: 
employees are more engaged and 
productive
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Some statistics on mental health

 1 in 4 Canadians will experience a 
mental illness in their lifetime

 most will have a significant episode 
between ages18 and 65

 2 out of 3 will not seek help
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Early identification  =

↓ disability time
↓ treatment time 
↓ severity of symptoms
↓ illness duration

Importance of early identification
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Recovery and relapse

Mental illness is characterized 
by times of wellness and times 
of illness.

Individual responses to the illness 
and to treatment vary greatly.
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Risk factors for developing a 
mental illness

 genetics
 trauma
 personal stress
 workplace stress
 social isolation – newly identified

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 



Social isolation: 
a newly identified risk factor

 a significant hazard to an individual’s 
mental health

 a predictor for depression

 is high when people are on sick leave, 
short-term or long-term disability
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Social isolation while at work

Mobbing: subtle, relentless exclusion 
of the target by a few instigators who 
are supported by the group’s silence

 the group indicates that the target is 
not part of the group

 significant risk to mental and 
physical health of the target

 risk to workplace social support 
∴ risk to mental health of all
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Working keeps us healthy and 
contributes to recovery

 social contact
 routine
 activity
 sense of identity
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Effects of chronic stress

 anyone will break down after being 
exposed to sufficient distress

 stress has a cumulative and additive 
effect over time

 we all have different thresholds
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Building workplace mental health

 establishing, increasing and sustaining 
protective factors

 decreasing or mitigating risk factors

 finding strategies in the context of your 
organization, your team and you
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Workplace protective factors

 social support – “I belong.”

 skill discretion – “I have choice.”

 decision authority – “I contribute to 
decisions.”

 self efficacy – “I can do my job.”

 perceived fairness – “My workplace is 
fair.”
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Protective factors: what we can do

• identify what we have

• build what is missing

• create processes to maintain
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Workplace risk factors

 work overload
 unreasonable work pace
 uncertain or chaotic environment
 role conflict
 conflicting tasks
 demand/control imbalance
 effort/reward imbalance
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What we can do about 
workplace risk factors

 decrease them

 buffer or mitigate their effects

 change our response
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Protective factor: social support

 a workplace culture that provides a 
sense of belonging 

 neighbour at work approach – everyone 
shows care and concern for everyone

 can be influenced by all employees 
every day

 severely harmed by mobbing
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Social support at work

What does it look like? 
 acknowledging behaviours
 valuing behaviours
 inclusion behaviours
 supportive behaviours

Who can do it?
Everyone at work can provide social 
support to everyone they work with.
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Social support: 
demonstrating care for each other
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Is social support consistently there for 
everyone in your organization?

NO Come up with 2 things YOU can 
do to build it

YES Come up with 2 things YOU can 
do to maintain it

(A request: please try to avoid answers that 
begin with “Someone else has to…”)

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Protective factor: skill discretion

 the opposite of being micro-managed

 autonomy and choice with how the 
work is done

 recognizing individual differences 
and styles to achieve success
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Protective factor: decision authority

 having some authority to make 
decisions connected to your work

 meaningful participation in 
organizational decision-making

 asking for input then not using it 
creates cynicism

 some people are stressed by 
increased decision authority
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Protective factor: self-efficacy

 believing that we have a measure of 
control over our lives

 translates at work into:
 feelings of competency and success
 achieving goals

 severely affected by harassment, 
bullying and mobbing
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Protective factor: 
perceived fairness

 perception is real to the perceiver

 not necessarily about absolute justice

 being able to understand and accept 
reasons behind decisions

 commitment to transparency and 
accountability

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Risk factors: workload, 
work pace, conflicting tasks

 having too much work

 dealing with constant, unreasonable 
demands

 facing swiftly changing priorities with 
little predictability

 simultaneous deadlines and 
inadequate resources
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Risk factor: role conflict

 having to choose between family 
obligations and work

 values of organization differ from 
personal values

 questioning your integrity, e.g. having 
to report on co-worker errors
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Underlying risks

• demand/control imbalance

• effort/reward imbalance
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As an organization

 address psychological health and 
safety strategically – tie it to strategic 
plans and annual budgets

 create and implement policies and 
processes

 commit to clear and open 
communication

 walk the talk
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As a team

 build a shared commitment to wellbeing 
of all team members

 create clarity of roles and 
responsibilities

 consider reporting goals and objectives 
as a team, rather than only as 
individuals

 put mental health on meeting agendas 
and address risk and protective factors 
one by one
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As individuals

 increase self awareness of our own 
level of psychological health

 learn how to manage up

 find and build ways of supporting your 
team and your organization to make 
positive changes

 practice self care
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Self care for mental health

 regular physical activity
 attention to diet, hydration, 

substance use
 meet need for rest, ease, sleep
 find connection to others
 find meaningful contribution
 seek help
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Your next steps

 What are your action items?

 What will you do differently?
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Seek legal advice

• The laws are complex

• Case law changes constantly

• Some situations are more complex than 
others, e.g. termination
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www.mentalhealthworks.ca
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Resources for Mentally Healthy and Psychologically Safe Workplaces 
 
Mental Health Works 
 mentalhealthworks.ca 
 
Mental Health Commission of Canada  
 mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/Pages/Mentalhealthintheworkplace.aspx 
 mhccleadership.ca 
 
Guarding Minds at Work 
 guardingmindsatwork.ca 
 
The Roundtable for Workplace Mental Health 
 www.workplacementalhealthroundtable.com 
 
Canadian Mental Health Association  (CMHA)    
 National  cmha.ca  
 Ontario  ontario.cmha.ca 
 York Region cmha-yr.on.ca 
 
Working Through It: Stories of reclaiming wellbeing at work, off work and returning to work 
 gwlcentreformentalhealth.com/wti 
 
Great West Life Centre for Mental Health 
 gwlcentreformentalhealth.com 
  
Mood Disorders Association of Ontario (MDAO)  Check up from the neck up 
 mooddisorders.on.ca 
 
Mental Health Service Information of Ontario (MHSIO) 
 mhsio.on.ca 
 
Centre for Addiction and Mental Health  (CAMH) 
 camh.net 
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