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What if this same employee was suffering from depression? 
Would you know? Would you be able to identify when the 
problem started? Could you tell if he had sought medical 
help? Do you know what his limitations might be or what 
support he might need as he heals?

Mental illness and addiction are often considered invisible 
disabilities – because they’re not obvious to spot, they are 
often overlooked and misunderstood. The impact of mental 
health and addiction problems on an individual’s life and 
career can be devastating, and employers can play an 
important role in helping employees get the help they need 
to recover.

Your Responsibility as an Employer

Occupational health and safety legislation across Canada 
requires that employers provide safe working environments 
for employees. Employers should take every reasonable 
precaution to protect employees who may be at risk of 
harming themselves, or others, as a result mental illness or 
addiction. Further, some Human Rights policies state that 
employers have a duty to intervene when an employee 
is clearly unwell or perceived as having a mental health 
concern1. If an employee is behaving in an odd manner in the 
workplace, employers have an obligation to make reasonable 
inquiries in an attempt to provide accommodation.

Recognizing the Signs…
Consider this scenario: an employee shows up for work on Monday morning with a cast on 
his arm. The injury is visible, so his limitations are obvious, and his accommodation needs are 
straightforward. You know that the injury occurred sometime over the weekend, and you can see 
that he has sought medical help. When the cast comes off in a few weeks, you will know that his 
arm has healed.
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What to Look For

Recognizing the warning signs of mental illness and 
addiction can assist with early intervention and may reduce 
the severity of an illness. So how do you recognize mental 
health problems in the workplace? How do you know when 
to intervene?

Mental illness rarely appears out of the blue. Family, friends, 
or co-workers often begin to see changes in an individual’s 
behaviour over time. If you notice the following warning 
signs, it may be time to discuss your concerns with the 
affected employee:

• Decline in work performance – Has the employee 
developed a habit of showing up late? Are they 
missing deadlines? Has the quality of their work 
declined?

• Increased absenteeism – Have there been changes in 
the employee’s attendance record? Do they seem to 
be taking more sick days than usual?

• Mood changes – Have you noticed rapid, or dramatic 
shifts, in the employee’s mood or attitude? Are they 
happy at work one day, but lethargic or disconnected 
the next?

• Nervousness or irritability – Does the employee 
seem to be uncomfortable and anxious? Do they 
appear nervous or respond disproportionately to 
constructive criticism or performance feedback?

• Relationship problems with co-workers – Is the 
employee suddenly at odds with other staff? Have 
you observed increased arguments or snappy remarks 
between the employee and their colleagues?

• Withdrawal – Does the employee seem quiet and 
unengaged at work? Have you noticed reduced 
participation in team activities or discussion? 

• Inability to cope with daily activities – Is the 
employee agitated by minor problems? Are they 
unable to manage a typical day’s tasks or workload?

If you observe the above warning signs, it may be time to 
initiate a discussion with the struggling staff member.

Myths about Mental Illness in the Workplace

There are many negative beliefs and attitudes about mental 
illness that fuel discrimination and make it harder for 
individuals to seek help. Here are three common myths that 
may surface in the workplace:

1. Mental illnesses are just an excuse for poor behaviour. 
The facts: Some people struggling with mental illness 
or addiction may act differently or exhibit problematic 
behaviour. Remember that the illness – not the person 

– is the cause of these behaviours, and these changes 
often result in the employee feeling embarrassed or 
ashamed. Don’t jump to conclusions about an employee’s 
behaviour; a good manager initiates constructive 
dialogue to explore the reasons behind these changes.

2. Mental illnesses aren’t real illnesses. 
The facts: Mental illnesses are real health problems with 
effective treatments. Anxiety disorders, mood disorders, 
and addiction disorders are different categories of 
mental illnesses, each with their own features and 
underlying causes. Mental illness results in distress, pain, 
and changes in brain chemistry – to name a few. Each 
illness has its own causes and treatment approaches. In 
the same way that a fractured arm requires medical care 
and accommodation at work, so too does mental illness.

3. People with mental illness are weak and can’t hold down 
a job. 
The facts: Mental illness is impacted by a variety of 
biological, physical, emotional, and environmental factors. 
Changes in brain chemistry or brain function are at the root 
of many mental health problems and have nothing to do 
with an individual’s personality, strengths, or weaknesses. 
People with mental health problems are just as productive 
as other employees, and employers who hire individuals 
with known mental health problems report good 
attendance, punctuality, motivation, and job tenure on par 
with or greater than other employees.2

Dispelling myths about mental illness in the workplace will go 
a long way in keeping employees healthy and ensuring that 
they feel comfortable asking for help when help is needed. 
Managers, occupational health professionals, and human 
resources team members can play an important role in helping 
employees to recognize, or acknowledge, a mental health 
problem, and to take the first steps in seeking treatment.
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Awareness is like the sun. When it shines 
on things, they are transformed.”

~Thich Nhat Hanh

“

The #1 Barrier to Recovery

Numerous studies have shown that stigma associated with 
mental illness often prevents individuals from seeking help 
and adhering to treatment. The World Health Organization 
has identified stigma and discrimination towards mentally 
ill individuals as “the single most important barrier to 
overcome.” 3  Often, people fail to recognize that stigma can 
result from both action and inaction. Treating an employee 
who struggles with mental illness differently from other staff 
contributes to stigma, but doing nothing to acknowledge an 
employee’s struggle has the same effect.

The best approach to reducing stigma in the workplace is 
to talk about mental health. Be sure that mental health 
and addiction resources are visible and accessible to staff. 
Communicate with your staff and ask questions – don’t be 
afraid to ask employees what you can do to support them 
if they have mental health concerns. Make sure your door is 
always open and that your employees feel welcome and safe 
at work. – and if you aren’t sure how to talk to a staff member 
struggling with mental illness or addiction, take a little time 
to educate yourself. 

Conclusion

Knowing what to look for when it comes to mental illness 
and addiction in the workplace is a valuable skill. Everyone 
has bad days, but prolonged signs or changes in an 
individual’s behaviour or demeanor can be an indication 
of bigger problems. The best first step for any manager to 
take is to get educated about mental health and addiction 
problems. 

Foster healthy conversations about mental health at work, 
and be prepared with the necessary skills to intervene when 
needed. A brief conversation can sometimes be the catalyst 
for an employee to seek support and help before a mental 
health problem gets out of control.

1. http://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/careers/career-advice/
experts/dealing-with-mental-illness-in-the-workplace/article24396180/

2. http://www.mentalhealth.gov/basics/myths-facts/
3. World Health Organization. 2003. “Investing in mental health”
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