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Why you need to be aware of
mental health issues
Mental health in the workplace affects us all, whether we
are employers or employees.

When mental health issues are not addressed and treated
appropriately, there can be considerable personal and
financial costs to individuals and organizations.
Fortunately, with prevention, early treatment, and
support, many of these costs can be significantly reduced
or eliminated entirely.

Some organizations have begun to focus on what they
can do to support the mental health of their employees.
Given predictions that depression will be the second
leading cause of disability in 2020, we can expect mental
health in the workplace to become a key management
issue in the years to come.

The role of managers and supervisors is critically important.

Managing Mental Health in the Workplace is one in a series
of resources developed by Mental Health Works.

How can Mental Health Works help you?
Mental Health Works provides organizations with the
tools and resources they need to effectively address issues
involving mental illness in the workplace.

Mental Health Works is a project of the Canadian Mental
Health Association, Ontario, in partnership with the
Ontario Ministry of Citizenship & Immigration.

You can make a difference
With early detection, treatment, and appropriate workplace
accommodation, the vast majority of people with mental
illness are able to continue working or to return to work.

•
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How mental health problems can
show up in the workplace
You may have experienced something like this:

• A focused, energetic, and results-oriented employee begins
to arrive at work late, appears disorganized and lethargic,
and becomes less productive...

• An employee suddenly spends far more time at the office
than previously, working at breakneck speed for an extended
period of time. He seems strangely overconfident about his
abilities and far less cooperative than he used to be...

• An employee, who for years had a great attendance record
and was a well-liked team player, has been booking off sick
much more often. Her colleagues have noticed that she has
become quite withdrawn and uncommunicative...

• An employee with young children and a spouse who is very
ill is frequently absent and having difficulty meeting her
performance targets. When in the office, she is often on the
verge of tears and seems incapable of focusing on her
work...

• Two employees have told you that they have smelled
alcohol on the breath of one of their co-workers. This
person has always behaved responsibly, and there has never
been an indication of a drinking problem in the past. You
know that he is in the process of separating from his
partner of many years...

There areval
number of
warning siqn >

indicate that
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How can you tell if an employee has a
health problem?
Have you ever supervised an employee whose work patterns
changed, either quite suddenly or gradually?

• Did their work performance begin to suffer?

• Did they begin to get along poorly with their
co-workers, when things had gone well before?

Maybe they simply had developed a "bad attitude/' or
were going through a hard time in their personal life.
Maybe they were ready for a change in employment.

But it may be that the person had developed a mental
health problem, or had a pre-existing mental health
condition requiring attention, treatment, and support.

Mental health problems - such as depression or anxiety
disorders - are common. One out of five of us will
experience a mental illness in our lifetime.

With early and appropriate treatment and support, the
great majority of people with mental health problems
recover. Most can continue to work productively
throughout the recovery period.

Before disciplining an employee for poor performance on
the job, it is important to consider the possibility that they
may have a mental health problem. Such people may
need some support to continue to work productively.

This brochure provides you with information to help you
retain experienced and valued employees who may be
experiencing mental health problems.

mental health works



Performance warning signs

There are a number of warning signs that can indicate that
a person has a mental health problem:

• Consistent late arrivals or frequent absences

• Lack of cooperation or a general inability to work with others

• Decreased productivity

• Increased accidents or safety problems

• Frequent complaints of tiredness or unexplained pains

• Difficulty concentrating, making decisions, or remembering
things

• Making excuses for missed deadlines or poor work

• Less interest or involvement in work

• Working excessive overtime over a prolonged period

• Strange or grandiose ideas

• Displays of anger or defensiveness

A person behaving in these ways may be simply having a
bad day or week, or may be working through temporary
personal problems that will be resolved quickly.

It is also possible that the person is being harassed or
experiencing some form of discrimination. Or perhaps the
workplace is contributing to or causing distress in other
ways: through unreasonable workloads, pressure to work
overtime, or lack of "people-positive" policies and programs.
These factors might cause changes in work performance. If
so, these situations need to be addressed so that the
workplace can support the well-being of its employees.

However, a pattern of behaviour changes or a sudden
change in behaviour could indicate that the employee is
dealing with an underlying mental health problem that
requires attention and support.
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Why would an employee not tell you about their
mental health problem?
You might wonder why an employee would not tell you
that he or she is experiencing a mental health problem.
There are many reasons why a person might not disclose:

• People are often unwilling to disclose a mental health
problem because of how their managers, supervisors, or
co-workers may react, given the stigma (expected disgrace
or dishonour) attached to mental illness.

• They may believe that revealing a mental illness will leave
them open to discrimination, or might limit their
opportunities for advancement or even employment.

• People may not be sure who they should talk to or what
exactly they should say.

• They may not know that there is an accommodation policy
for mental health problems, or how the policy might be
helpful to them.

• People may not recognize that they have a mental health
problem, or may be in denial about it.

• People are more likely to disclose that they have a mental
health problem when

• They are confident their disclosure will remain private
and confidential

• They feel the organization is prepared to respond to
their accommodation (support) needs

• They believe that harassment (pestering, persecution, or
punishment) arising from their disclosure will not be
tolerated at any level of the organization.
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The importance of acting

Why is it important to act when you think there may
be a problem?

As a manager or supervisor, you are not expected to diagnose
illness or second-guess the health status of an employee.
However, when you suspect that there may be a mental
health problem you should attempt to provide assistance
and accommodation before taking disciplinary actions.

You may have found yourself in this situation in the past,
and may have tried to ignore what was happening for as
long as possible. You might not have done anything even
though you suspected an employee might have had a
mental health problem, because

• You didn't know what to do

• You feared the consequences of getting involved

• You lacked confidence about your assessment of the
situation

• You hoped that the problem would go away on
its own

• Your experience of a similar situation in your own life
prevented you from taking action

What could happen if you fail to act?
Consequences of failing to act could include

• An employee not getting needed help or support, leading to
a deterioration in their condition

• A strained relationship between you and the employee

• Co-workers feeling responsible for covering for the
individual and taking on some of his or her tasks

There are a
number of
ways in which
you can
contribute to
a positive
outcome,
both for the
employee and
for the
organization



Failing to
act can
result in
serious
problems

Co-workers feeling angry or resentful, or avoiding contact
with or shunning the employee who has the problem

Deterioration of morale, affecting everyone's ability to
function

Firing of the employee, resulting in the loss of a skilled
worker

Safety risks for the individual and other employees

Increased absenteeism and greater disability costs

We can no longer afford to ignore the personal and
financial costs of mental health issues in the workplace.

• In a recent Canadian wellness survey of over 400
companies, 83% found that stress was considered to be
the major workplace health risk. (Buffet Taylor's National
Wellness Survey)

m Depression will rank second only to heart disease as the
leading cause of disability worldwide by the year 2020.
(World Health Organization)

• Psychiatric claims are now the fastest growing category of
long-term disability in Canada. (Manulife Financial Corp.)

m Canada's economy loses an estimated $30 billion annually
in lost productivity caused by mental health and addiction
problems. (Global Business and Economic Roundtable on
Addiction and Mental Health)
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What should you do?
If you have an employee whose workplace performance
suggests there may be a problem, it is important that you
arrange to meet so that you can raise your concerns and offer
assistance. You may be able to do this as part of the regular
performance review process, or you may need to call a special
meeting if the situation requires more immediate attention.

You can contribute to a positive outcome, both for the
employee and for the organization, by preparing for this
meeting:

• Find out what resources your organization can offer an
employee who is in distress. Have this information at hand
when you meet with the person. For example, do your
employees have access to an Employee Assistance Program
(EAR) or to information about community services?

• Become familiar with your organization's accommodation
policies and processes. If there are no formal policies in
place, consider how the person's job could be modified to
allow them to continue working and get the support they
need (See page 13 for examples).

• Think about how you can use your skills as a manager to
help make the person feel safe and comfortable in the
meeting. If the employee is dealing with a mental health
problem, you will want to minimize their stress - not
contribute to it. In addressing the performance issues, you
can be honest, upfront, professional, and caring in your
approach.

• Think about the person's strong points and the contributions
they have made. It will be important to talk about the ways
in which the employee is valued before raising areas of
concern.

• Consider open questions that will encourage an employee to
request support or accommodation (See page 1.0).
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At the same time, remember that your job is not to probe
into an employee's personal life, to diagnose an illness, or
to act as their counsellor. Be prepared for the possibility
that, while you may be opening a door to offer help, the
employee may choose not to walk through the doorway.

What you can say:
Here are a couple of sample scripts to illustrate how you
might address situations such as those we have described.

Script 1: Your organization subscribes to
an Employee Assistance Program (EAR).
"I'm sure you know you're an important part of our team.
Until recently you never missed a deadline, but lately I've
noticed your work is not up to your usual standards. Let's
talk about what you think is happening and how we can
help you do better."

If the employee is reluctant to share what is happening to
them or if a referral is appropriate:

"One service we offer all of our team members is the
Employee Assistance Program. It's a confidential
counselling service that helps our employees through
personal or stressful issues - no one in the office ever
knows who uses it. You may never need it, but it's good
to know it's there if you do. We also offer
accommodation to workers who need temporary or
permanent support to do their job. The Employee
Assistance counsellor can help you decide if an
accommodation is right for you. If you have a question
about any of this, just ask me or someone in HR."

"Let's get together again next week and see how things
are going."

Brief follow-up meetings on a regular basis are important.
At subsequent meetings you may wish to set performance
goals, but allow the individual time to get assistance first.

Script 2: Your organization does not have
an Employee Assistance Program.
"Your work has always been accurate and on time, and
you've been one of the top performers in our group. But
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there seem to be a lot of errors in your work lately, and
you've missed some deadlines. I'm wondering whether
something is wrong. Do you want to talk about it or do you
have any ideas about how we can work together to help
you do better?"

If the employee is reluctant to share what is happening to
them or if a referral is appropriate:

"If you need to talk to someone about any personal issues
you might be dealing with, you might want to make an
appointment with your doctor or a counsellor. I have a
brochure here about community services that might be
helpful. You may never need them, but it's good to know
they're available. You probably know we have an
accommodation policy here, so if you need any workplace
accommodations, we will work with you to provide the
supports or adjustments that will help you do your job. If
you would like to request an accommodation, the Human
Resources department can help, or you can come to me if
you prefer. We also have a confidentiality policy, so this
conversation and your conversations with the HR
department will remain confidential."

"Let's meet again next week and see how you are doing."

Brief follow-up meetings on a regular basis are important.
At subsequent meetings you may wish to set performance
goals, but allow the individual time to get assistance first.

Approach is important
It is important that you

• Do not probe or try to diagnose an illness

• Approach the concern as a workplace performance issue

• Raise the possibility of providing accommodations if needed

• Provide access to an Employee Assistance Program or
referral to community services

• Assure confidentiality with the EAP provider

• Set a time to meet again to review the employee's performance

• Document all meetings fully
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Accommodations

Beginning an accommodation
If, in the course of the conversation, the person discloses that
they have a problem that might require accommodation, you
can begin the accommodation process. The employee does
not need to disclose to their manager or supervisor what the
exact nature of the problem is, and should not be asked to
provide that information.

To provide appropriate accommodation, you will need to
know

• If there are any functional limitations that could diminish
the person's ability to carry out the essential duties of their
job

• What accommodations would enable them to continue to
do their job effectively

The person may choose not to disclose a problem to you, but
may seek help from the EAR provider or from a community
service provider, such as a doctor or psychologist. After
receiving professional help, the employee might decide to
put in a request for workplace accommodation.

If, by the time you meet again after the designated period,
the employee's performance has not improved and there
have been no requests for accommodation or time off, it
would be appropriate only at that point to consider
disciplinary action.

Types of accommodations
The kinds of accommodations people need vary from
individual to individual.

Openness and flexibility are key to assessing which
activities a person can undertake, and how their jobs can
be accommodated to make it possible for them to work
productively.

mental health works



To best determine how to structure the job it will be
important to work with the individual - and other experts,
when needed - to develop reasonable accommodation
solutions and options.

Remember: accommodation costs are nominal, especially
when compared to the costs of replacing valued employees.

Typical accommodations for people with
health problems
• Flexible work schedules: Allow the individual to take

longer or more frequent breaks, start later in the day, or
do some home-based work.

• Restructuring of tasks: Reorganize work so that the
employee does not have to undertake non-essential tasks
that create additional pressure, or which may be unsafe
because of the side effects of medication.

• Changes to interpersonal communication: Set time
aside to ensure written instructions and responsibilities are
clear, or arrange support during performance appraisal.

• Interacting with others: If an employee is having trouble
getting along, fitting in, talking with co-workers, reading
social cues, and so on, establish a mentor or co-worker
"buddy" relationship with another employee willing to
provide this support.

• Handling time pressures and multiple tasks: If an
employee is having difficulty knowing which tasks should
be done first, or completing tasks by their due date, break
larger projects down into manageable tasks. Meet
regularly to help the employee to prioritize tasks or to
estimate time required to complete a project.
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Find out more
Mental Health Works provides

• A straightforward manager's guide to accommodation

• Customized workshops for managers

• Customized workshops for employees

• Posters to raise workplace awareness and reduce stigma

• Valuable website resources at www.mentalhealthworks.ca

Additional resources are available:

Global Business and Economic Roundtable on
Addiction and Mental Health

Information for employers, including the business case for
addressing mental health issues and how to develop
action plans: www.mentalhealthroundtable.ca

Ontario Ministry of Citizenship & Immigration
The Paths to Equal Opportunity website provides resources
and information for business and service providers on
workplace diversity and how to create accessibility for
people with disabilities: www.equalopportunity.on.ca

Canadian Mental Health Association - National Office
Working Well: An Employer's Guide to Hiring and
Retaining People with Mental Illness is a guide to
recruiting, managing, and retaining employees with
mental health problems. Available from CMHA - National
Office, Toronto, Ontario: www.cmha.ca (41.6) 484-7750

National Institute of Disability Management and
Research

A variety of resources on disability management and
return to work: www.nidmar.ca (613) 260-2951

Canadian Council for Rehabilitation and Work
Resources on the recruitment and promotion of people
with disabilities: www.ccrw.org
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Contact us
If you are interested in learning more about Mental Health Works or
how you or your organization can benefit, contact:

Mental Health Works
c/o Canadian Mental Health Association, Ontario
180 Dundas Street W., Suite 2301
Toronto, ON M5G-1Z8
Tel: 416-977-5580
Fax: 416-977-2813
Email: info@mentalhealthworks.ca
Website: www.mentalhealthworks.ca

Mental Health Works helps organizations succeed by providing a new
understanding of mental illness and a new way to talk about it. We
offer workshops and resources that

• Discuss signs and symptoms of mental illness in the workplace

• Provide concrete strategies for addressing workplace mental health
issues

• Open up discussion and reduce stigma among all staff

• Consider ways to balance organizational productivity with the duty
to accommodate

• Inform employees of their right to accommodation and their
responsibility to collaborate on solutions that enable them to
perform the essential tasks of their job

• Inform employers of their responsibility to accommodate and the
right to avoid undue hardship in the accommodation process

mental health
wonts
complex issues, clear solutions.
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Be aware of
mental health issues
in the workp ace

Learn how to
talk to employees,
deal with problems,
and assess risks
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