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Mental Health in the Workplace 
INSPIRING LEADERS TO ENGAGE IN THIS ESSENTIAL TOPIC 

AN EMPLOYER’S GUIDE TO MENTAL HEALTH AT WORK

In the past, most employers thought that mental health was a 
“personal and private matter”, and not in the purview of leaders to 
become involved in an employee’s depression, learning disability, 
addiction, anxiety, among other matters of mental health.

Today, we know better. We know that work plays a vital role in a 
person’s overall wellness. We know that workplace practices that 
support good mental health have tremendous positive 
outcomes for the organization and the individual.

Here, we’ve shared our passion for this critical subject. 

“Mental health is health.”
– Centre of Addiction and Mental Health (CAMH)

“When it comes to mental health, every action counts.”  
- Bell Let’s Talk

500,000+ 
Canadians are unable to perform their 
jobs because of mental health issues in 
any given week.

2X
On average, absences due to mental 
health cost employers twice as much as 
absences due to physical health issues.

1 IN 3
workplace disability claims relate to 
mental health. 

An Employer’s “Duty to Inquire” 
Employers have long held the belief that it’s up to the 
employee to request accommodations for their disability, 
be it physical or emotional.  After all, if they are unaware of a 
disability, how can they take it into account when leading 
and managing an employee?

Today, the law in Ontario has evolved: the employer now has the 
duty to inquire into whether the employee has a psychosocial 
disability, or an addiction, which may require accommodations.

The reasons for this are two-fold:  the person with the mental 
health issue may not be able to identify it, or they may be 
reluctant to disclose it due to considerable stigma 
surrounding mental health issues. 

In other words, employers cannot turn a blind eye to the 
employee who is showing signs of mental health concerns.  
An employer would be well advised to seek legal input before 
acting on their suspicion of addiction or mental health issues, 
such as termination or disciplinary action.

“The procedural duty to accommodate indicates that an 
employer cannot passively wait for an employee to request 
accommodation where it is aware of facts that indicate that the 
employee may be having difficulties because of disability; there is 
a duty to take the initiative to inquire in these circumstances.”   

Ontario Human Rights Tribunal,   
Sears v. Honda Canada Mfg., 2014 HRTO 45 1

WHAT EMPLOYERS MAY OBSERVE AS 
SIGNS OF MENTAL HEALTH STRUGGLES

 ▶ Change in appearance                                                          
(weight loss, lethargy)

 ▶ Signs of anger or excessive emotion at 
work (cursing, crying repeatedly)

 ▶ Repeated errors at work or deteriorating 
performance

 ▶ Increased conflict with team members

 ▶ Sudden overconfidence

 ▶ Suspected alcohol or drug dependence                                   
(slurred speech, smell)

 ▶ Repeated absences

 ▶ Shift in hours worked (excessive                     
overtime, routinely leaving early)

 ▶ Personal circumstances that are difficult                             
(death, divorce)

 ▶ Lack of concentration, organization,   
poor memory

 ▶ Frequent complaints about pain or                   
illness



Addressing a Suspected Mental Health Issue
You would not ask the employee directly if they have mental health 
issues. Instead, you would:

When having this discussion, caution on:

If the employee discloses an issue:

AN EMPLOYER’S GUIDE TO MENTAL HEALTH AT WORK

Inquire whether there is a problem affecting their performance or ability to do their job;

Make sure the employee understands that you respect their privacy and will not be sharing the details 
of your conversation with anyone who does not need to know;

Remind the employee of their Employee Assistance Program (EAP) and what is covered in their Health 
Benefits Plan;  

Indicate that an accommodation plan is possible if the employee needs an accommodation – this 
might include:

 Flexible work hours

 Extended training periods

 Coaching / mentoring

 Adjustments in communication processes

Reassure them that they will not be penalized for the 
information being disclosed;

Obtain a medical questionnaire filled out by the 
employee’s treating physician (for an example of a medical 
questionnaire, email mentalhealth@excelHR.com);

Create an accommodation plan where possible;

Offer EAP assistance; 

Discuss what they want communicated to other 
employees (e.g. in the event of a leave of absence) 

Set expectations surrounding performance and 
behaviour;

Set a follow-up meeting. 
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Probing or attempting to diagnose the problem;

Offering treatment advice (leave this to a trained professional);

Accusing or inserting judgement; 

Making assumptions based on stereotypes.

Regardless of what direction the conversation takes, be 
sure to document every step.  

 Leave of absence

 Job sharing

 Modified deadlines / goals

Recommended Reads
Lost Connections: Uncovering the 
Real Causes of Depression and the 
Unexpected Solutions by Johann Har

Depression and Other Magic Tricks 
by Sabrina Benaim

24/6: The Power of Unplugging One 
Day a Week by Tiffany Shlain

Feeling Good: The New Mood Therapy 
by David D Burns

When the Body Says No: The Cost of 
Hidden Stress by Gabor Maté

The Mindfulness Solution: Everyday 
Practices for Everyday Problems by 
Ronald D. Siegel

The CBT Handbook: Comprehensive 
Guide to Using CBT to Overcome 
Depression, Anxiety, Stress, Low 
Self-Esteem and Anger by Pamela 
Myles and Roz Shafran



Six Tips for Promoting Mental Health at Work
Add meaning to the four-letter word WORK. When employees lack purpose in their role, they may 
disconnect or disengage from work - and yet all positions have a purpose that can be highlighted. 
Employees who don't feel their purpose at work suffer from more depression and take more sick 
leave. (Lost Connections, Chapter 6: Disconnection from Meaningful Work, Johann Hari). 

Employers can demonstrate an employee’s value by: 
• Providing examples of the ways in which the employee’s work positively impacts the organization 

as a whole (e.g. “By doing X, you enabled us to do X. Your work matters and we are grateful for 
what you do.”);

• Offering public recognition and praise for a job well done by sending an email to the entire team;  
• Taking the time to verbally acknowledge an employee for going above and beyond by saying “I 

notice you did _______, thank you for that”. 

Create opportunities for personal connections. Remote work is becoming increasingly more 
common, and people often work alone behind a computer all day. A lack of personal interaction and 
one-on-one communication can lead to increased loneliness and depression.

Employers can encourage personal connections by:
• Organizing volunteer opportunities for employees to attend together (e.g. spending a lunch hour 

cleaning up a local park); 
• Scheduling meetings in-person instead of virtually, and allowing time for networking and                 

relatability before and/or after those meetings;
• Hosting team building activities such as a team lunch or outing. 

Define a time and space for technology. The internet, social media and gaming are all amazing - 
but they’re also addictive and may impact mental health. While people believe they are "connected" 
in cyberspace, there remains the human need to be connected – to see and hear each other as social 
beings. According to the Canadian Mental Health Association, excessive tech use can deepen 
depression and anxiety. 

Employers can encourage a healthy dose of technology by:
• Discussing and setting limits around technology-based work (e.g.: hours of email from home); 
• Teaching respectful workplace communication to promote a healthy workplace (e.g. training                 

leaders on the types of conversations that should occur in-person);
• Recognizing the signs of tech addiction when it encroaches on emotional wellness.

1

2

3

AN EMPLOYER’S GUIDE TO MENTAL HEALTH AT WORK

3



4

Make it OK to talk about mental health. There has long been a stigma surrounding mental health. 
To breakthrough that barrier, employers can demonstrate openness in thoughts, dialogue, and 
business practices. In doing so, you’ll build a culture of support enabling teams to thrive together 
and achieve top results. 

Employers can encourage a culture of support by:
• Training leaders on how to show care and understanding for mental wellness through actions 

and conversations;
• Teaching employees how to recognize signs of mental illness and how to use respectful language 

to reduce words that hurt (see Language Matters on page 5);
• Offering resources to employees who may be struggling with mental health;
• Show support for an employee that is suffering. 

Recognize, respond and guide. These are the three actions taught in Mental Health First Aid 
(MHFA) training. MHFA can be offered to an employee until the appropriate treatment is identified. 
It focuses on identifying changes in behaviour (recognize), having a confidential discussion 
(respond) and providing the appropriate resources and support (guide). 

Employers can explore MHFA training here: mhfa.ca/en/workplace-programs 

Additional workshops and training opportunities for employers on the subject of mental health:

• Charting Progress: Navigating Psychological Safety in the Workplace, Conference Board of      
Canada: conferenceboard.ca/events/workplace-mental-health-workshops.html?AspxAutoDetectCookieSupport=1 

• Being a Mindful Employee: An orientation to psychological health and safety in the workplace, 
Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety: ccohs.ca/products/boutique/mh_employers/

• Mental Health Works Workshops, a division of the Canadian Mental Health Association:                                  
mentalhealthworks.ca/ 

• Mental Health Courses and Related Specialisms, offered by the Association for Psychological 
Therapies (Canada): aptcanada.com/mental-health-courses.html 
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Promote personal wellness. Healthy eating, regular 
exercise and sustainable sleeping habits are all known 
contributors to positive mental health. 

Employers can support personal wellness by:
• Coordinating group activities such as lunchtime 

yoga and outdoor walking groups; 
• Providing healthy snacks throughout the work 

week; 
• Setting reasonable performance expectations              

that don’t consistently encroach on sleep and               
wellness (e.g. setting unrealistic deadlines that                 
require an employee to work late nights to get     
their work done). 

49%         

of Canadians who believe they suffer 
from depression or anxiety have never 
sought medical help.
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spent on treating depression yields 
$4 in improved productivity.

$1                    

Six Tips for Promoting Mental Health at Work (CONTINUED)



The Language of Mental Health

AN EMPLOYER’S GUIDE TO MENTAL HEALTH AT WORK

Part of eliminating negative stigmas and giving dignity to the 
real issues around mental health, include the words we use and 
the behaviours we present.

Start by challenging your notion of "NORMAL". Remember that 
mental illness is not a character defect, it's an illness like cancer 
or diabetes. Avoid giving a real psychological affliction to 
everyday life behaviours.

Replace words such as "psycho", "crazy", "manic", "lunatic", 
"schizo" and "mental" with appropriate language that suits 
the real meaning of the situation.  

Caution on saying…

“That’s insane, just nuts”

“I’m OCD” (Obsessive Compulsive Behaviour)

“My boss is bi-polar”

“Her kid is mentally retarded”

“She’s a schizo, a paranoid lunatic I can’t 
work with”

“She’s an addict”

“I guess he forgot his happy pill”

Instead try…

"That's unusual, really odd"

"I like to clean and organize my office"

"My boss sways in their opinion which makes it 
hard for me to read."

"Her child has a development disability"

"My colleague is showing signs of being up and 
down, and unpredictable. Can you help me 
communicate with her better?"

"She has substance abuse disorder"

"He's not himself today, he seems sad"
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REMINDER: Disrespectful 
language used by managers 
can contribute to claims of 
discrimination by employees. 
Language and behaviour 
contribute to the stigma of 
mental health and can be
embarrassing to the person 
suffering from a mental 
health matter.



Mental Health Resources

Organizations Specializing in Mental Health
• Centre for Addiction and Mental Health: Offering a wide range 

of clinical care services for patients of all ages. camh.ca 

• The Royal: Mental health care and research hospital. theroyal.ca  

• Canadian Mental Health Association: Promoting advocacy,        
programs and resources that support mental illness and recovery.
• ON: ontario.cmha.ca    B.C.:  cmha.bc.ca   AB: alberta.cmha.ca 

• Foundry: A province-wide network of integrated health and 
social service centres for young people ages 12-24. foundrybc.ca

• Jack.org:  Empowering young leaders to revolutionize mental 
health. jack.org

• Revivre:  Supporting individuals living with anxiety, depression 
or bipolar disorder. revivre.org 

• Strongest Families Institute: Delivering services to children, youth 
and adults living with mental health. strongestfamilies.com 

Mental Health Crisis Lines
• Kids Help Phone:  1-800-668-6868

• Canada Suicide Prevention Service (CSPS):  1-833-456-4566

• First Nations and Inuit Hope for Wellness 24/7 Help Line: 1-855-242-3310

• Trans LifeLine: 1-877-330-6366

• The Royal Mental Health Crisis Line: 1-866-996-0991

Mental Health and Wellness Apps
Search for these on Google Play or the Apple iStore:

• LifeLine, online support and access to resources across Canada

• What’s Up, using methods to cope with depression and anxiety 

• Mind Shift, designed for teens and young adults with anxiety

• Headspace, meditation and mindfulness techniques 

• Mood Kit, mood improvement activities and tips to develop 
self-awareness and a healthy attitude

• TranQool, connect with registered therapists for one-on-one sessions

• Quit That, helping users beat their habits and addictions

• Happify, engaging games, activities and gratitude prompts to 
train your brain to overcome negative thoughts

• The Mindfulness App, guided or silent meditations from 3-30 minutes 

Mental Health Matters. 

Your partner in building a healthy 
and successful team. 

excelHR.com
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