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Within the context of most workplaces, “mental 
health” remains a somewhat nebulous phrase.  
Furthermore, the term “mental illness” brings with 
it an unfortunate stigma and negative connotation, 
which can make those affected by this very real 
malady unwilling to disclose it.  This ultimately 
leads to individuals not understanding, recognizing, 
or being forthcoming with the signs that their 
mental health or the mental health of those around 
them may be in jeopardy.  

Mental health and mental illness can be likened to 
physical health and physical illness; concepts that 
most individuals are much more in tune with.  In 
very simple terms, mental health refers to one’s 
state of psychological and emotional well being, 
while mental illness occurs when that state of well 
being is negatively affected.   

As we continue to make the shift toward a 
knowledge based economy, studies are showing that 
the prevalence of issues pertaining to mental health 
in the workplace is increasing.  This reality is 
forcing employers and employees alike to take into 
consideration their respective situations and the 
likelihood that they too may be working in an 
environment that could lead to poor mental health. 

Just how prevalent are these issues?  Statistics from 
the Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA) 
indicate that 44% of Canadians surveyed have 
coped with a mental health issue.  Some 500,000 

employees are off work everyday as a result of 
mental illness, which accounts for nearly 30% of 
disability claims.  It is estimated that mental illness 
costs the Canadian economy over $20 billion 
annually.  Additionally, poor mental health 
conditions lead to increased turnover, low 
productivity, and increased conflict in the 
workplace.     

Often times, people tend to equate workplace 
mental illness with stress, and are not necessarily 
wrong in doing so.  However, stress is not always 
negative.  Well managed, positive stress can drive 
individuals to reach their full potential and achieve 
wonderful feats.  The stress that leads to mental 
illness is excessive negative stress, often referred to 
as distress.  This type of stress has been linked to a 
number of physical ailments including heart disease 
and stroke.  How people react to various stressors is 
highly individual and the signs may not be readily 
apparent.  Therefore, it is important for everyone to 
strive to become aware of how they are affected 
personally and educate themselves on realizing the 
signs in others.   

One of the most common mental health conditions 
resulting from work is depression.  When a stress 
response fails to cease after a difficult situation has 
passed, it can lead to depression.  The CMHA 
defines depression as a mood disorder represented 
by feelings of sadness, loneliness, despair, low self 
esteem, withdrawal from interpersonal contact, and 
symptoms such as difficulty sleeping and a 
decreased appetite. 

It can be very difficult to recognize the signs of 
mental illnesses, as they can exist in different 
degrees of severity from one individual to the next 
and many of the symptoms are difficult to measure.  
For this reason, among others, wise employers 
should take proactive steps to promote positive 
mental health within their workplace.   
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The Mental Health Commission of Canada 
(MHCC), in collaboration primarily with the 
Canadian Standards Association (CSA) and the 
Bureau de Normalisation du Quebec (BNQ), has 
developed a National Standard on Psychological 
Health and Safety in the Workplace.  This standard 
recognizes the fact that mental health in the 
workplace is important and ought to be treated as 
such.  Some of the key features of this standard 
include the development of a psychological health 
and safety (PHS) system, identifying and 
investigating PHS incidents, and continually 
evaluating and improving upon the PHS system.  
The final draft of this standard was released in 
January 2013.  Though this standard will be 
voluntary, prudent employers will take heed.  The 
aforementioned statistics indicate the levity of this 
issue and it is not unreasonable to think that the 
protection of psychological health and safety may 
one day be enshrined in legislation. 

In addition to the national standard, the MHCC has 
introduced a program coined Mental Health First 
Aid (MHFA) Canada.  MHFA is a program that was 
designed at the University of Melbourne in 
Australia and has been adopted in several countries 
throughout the world.  The program is aimed at 
equipping individuals with skills and knowledge to 
understand and address mental health issues.  The 
program includes information regarding identifying 
signs of mental health issues, effective 
interventions, how to provide support and present 
resources to assist affected individuals.  Similar to 
the first aid we are all familiar with, those trained in 
MHFA are to able act as a first responder where 
mental health is at stake and provide support until 
professional services are engaged.  This program is 
evidence based in that published evaluations show 
notable improvement where the program has been 
implemented.   

One of the key steps in promoting positive mental 
health in the workplace is to act rather than react.  
The adage “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound 
of cure” rings true in this regard.  Some of the steps 
that employers can take are to allow for work/life 

balance, provide adequate breaks, and become more 
knowledgeable and considerate toward mental 
health issues.  In taking pre-emptive measures, 
employers can effectively mitigate the negative 
effects that poor mental health can have on their 
employees and their workplace.   

Employees must also assume some responsibility 
when it comes to mental health in the workplace.  In 
their own lives, healthy lifestyle choices such as 
eating well and exercising have been shown to be of 
great benefit to psychological well being and the 
ability to deal positively with stress.  In the lives of 
those around them, employees should be supportive 
and understanding of the fact that we are all affected 
differently by mental health issues.   

What it really comes down to is striving to better 
understand mental health and to be considerate of 
those affected by mental health conditions.  This 
will work toward abolishing the stigma attached to 
mental illness and quash the feelings of shame 
brought on by the realization that one may, in fact, 
need help.  Furthermore, having a workplace that 
promotes positive mental health has a beneficial 
effect on morale, productivity, and ultimately the 
bottom line.  The CMHA has created a website that 
provides resources to employers and employees 
alike regarding mental health within the workplace.  
The website is called Mental Health Works.    

To this end, employers must bear in mind that 
promoting positive mental health within the 
workplace is a process and not a task.  To be 
effective, the process must be continually 
maintained and improved as required.  Regardless 
of the perspective (financial, health & safety, etc.), 
it is clear that poor mental health conditions in the 
workplace have tremendous negative effects that 
cannot be ignored and that working to mollify these 
effects is beneficial to everyone involved. 


