
Supporting 

Mental Health in 

the Workplace: 

Employer 

Resources

How to help support youth with 

mental health when at work.



What is Mental Health?

Mental health includes our emotional, psychological, and social well-being. It 

effects us in our everyday lives. Mental health also is a part of how we deal with 

stress, relate to others, and make choices.

Many factors can contribute to mental health concerns/problems, including:

• Biological factors, such as genes or brain chemistry

• Life experiences, such as trauma or abuse

• Family history of mental health problems

Source: CMHA



Common Mental Health Disorders:

• Anxiety Disorders - People with anxiety disorders usually have recurring intrusive thoughts or 
concerns. They may avoid certain situations out of extreme worry or fear.

• Major Depressive Disorder - is a common but serious mood disorder. It causes severe symptoms 
that affect how you feel, think, and handle daily activities, such as sleeping, eating, or working.

• Bipolar Disorder - is a mental illness marked by extreme mood swings from high to low, and from 
low to high. Highs are periods of mania, while lows are periods of depression. The mood swings may 
even become mixed. 

• Schizophrenia - A long-term mental disorder involving a breakdown in the relation between 
thought, emotion, and behaviour, leading to faulty perception, inappropriate actions and feelings, 
withdrawal from reality and personal relationships into fantasy and delusion, and a sense of mental 
fragmentation. 

• Eating Disorders – A mental illness characterized by abnormal or disturbed eating habits (such as 
anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, binge eating disorder, etc.).



Common Mental Health 

Disorders Continued:

– Though many people experience the same mental illness diagnosis, their 

individual experiences can vary. 

– For example, two people may both be diagnosed with Generalized Anxiety Disorder, 

however, they may not experience the same symptoms all the time or the same 

intensity.

– Mental health is not a stagnant experience, it is something that can be different 

day-to-day for individuals. 



Elephant in the Room:

It is important to note that mental health does not equal mental illness

- Mental health is something that we all experience; we can have days when our 

mental health is good and days where our mental health is poor

So why is mental health often “the elephant in the room”?

- This is due to the stigma, prejudice, and discrimination that has historically 

existed around mental health/mental illness

- Stigma often comes from lack of understanding or fear



Consequences of Stigma:

Social stigma is the disapproval of, or discrimination against, a person based on perceivable social 
characteristics that serve to distinguish them from other members of a society. Social stigmas are 
commonly related to culture, gender, race, intelligence, and health. 

Stigma can:

• discredit and isolate

• cause feelings of guilt, shame, inferiority and a wish for concealment

• delay access to treatment that promotes disability and impedes recovery

• weaken social support

• hinder social integration 

• prevent and obstruct the performance of social roles 

• reduce quality of life

• diminish self-esteem 

• result in unemployment



What Can You Do to Help?



Where to Start:

• Build Trust- To build trust with your staff, maintain integrity and confidentiality at all times. 

• Make Time to Talk- If you have only one or two employees at a time, overlap their shifts by a few minutes to 
encourage employees to talk to each other, and to you. This builds a sense of team/support system. 

• Encourage Participation- To increase your employee’s personal commitment, encourage their participation in 
decision making processes when possible. 

• Meetings don’t need to be formal to be effective. 

• Be Specific- When talking about specific behaviours, rather than using vague language or judgmental terms, being 
specific will make the conversation easier. Instead of saying “you’re acting strange”, try something like, “you seem 
to be much quieter during meetings, that’s not like you”. 

• Respect Privacy- Privacy laws state that employees have a right to not disclose. You are not entitled to a diagnosis. 
Ensure your team and workplace are educated on mental health concerns and receive adequate and up to date 
training to counter act mental health stigma. 

• Be Positive- Make use of the employee’s strength and let them know how it adds value to the team

Source: CMHA



Should Employers Be Aware of 

Employee Mental Health?

– The short answer is yes! 

– Much like physical health, mental health is important aspect of our overall 
wellbeing. 

– Workplaces play an important role in maintaining positive mental health. Yet they 
can also be stressful environments that contributes to mental health concerns and 
illnesses. About 30% of short- and long-term disability claims in Canada are 
attributed to mental health problems and illnesses 

– 70% of Canadian employees are concerned about the psychological health and 
safety of their workplace, and 14% don’t think theirs is healthy or safe at all. Many 
adults spend a majority of their waking hours at work, so addressing mental health 
concerns at work is crucial! 

– (source: MentalHealthCommission.Ca). 



Workplace Strategies to Promote 

Positive Mental Health: 

• Encouraging active employee participation and decision making 

• Clearly defining employee duties and responsibilities 

• Promoting work-life balance 

• Encouraging respectful and non-derogatory behaviours

• Managing workloads

• Encouraging and allowing continuous learning 

• Having conflict resolution practices in place 

• Recognizing employee’s contributions effectively



Stress Reduction Methods in the 

Workplace for Both You as an Employer 

and for Youth:

• Goal Setting (SMART): Utilize the SMART goal setting technique in order to help 

motivate as well as provide direction 

• SMART stands for Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic/Relevant and Time Bound

• Positive Self-Talk: Events don’t cause emotion, a perception of an event does. 

How we quantify if something is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ is dependent upon an internal 

dialogue

• Arousal Control: Practice deep breathing, which means activating your 

diaphragm in order to fill the entirety of your lungs with oxygen



First Steps in Responding to a 

Mental Health Concern:

• Show Interest – Non-Verbal Agreements, Eye Contact, Verbal Agreements, Posture.

• Demonstrate Their Value – Complimenting, thanking them for their hard work. 

• Ask One Question at a Time – Never rush or ask too many questions at once as it can cause 
the youth to feel overwhelmed.

• Pause – make sure there is time to think and let the youth retain what you are saying to them.

• Don’t Interrupt – Make sure you keep your thoughts or questions to yourself until the youth is 
done talking.

• Listening for the Employee’s Interests – getting to know the youth a bit more is reassuring 
and it shows that you want to learn about them. 

• Seek Out Clarification – if you have a question to ask the youth about a topic that was 
brought up earlier or you want clarification, don’t hesitate to ask!



What Can a Panic Attack Look Like? 

What Can Nervousness Look Like?



What Can a Panic Attack & 

Nervousness Look Like?

Panic Attack:
• Sweating

• Trembling 

• Shortness of breath 

• A choking sensation

• Chest pain

• Nausea 

• Dizziness

• Fear of losing your mind, fear of dying

• Feeling hot or cold 

• Numbness or tingling 

• A racing heart (heart palpitations)

Nervousness:

• Not being able to stay calm and still

• Fidgeting

• Lack of eye contact

• Lip licking / biting

• Bouncing knee

• Hunched shoulders

• Crossed arms

• Nail biting / picking



What to Do When a Youth is 

Experiencing a Panic Attack:

Panic attacks are very common to many youth that are diagnosed or self-identify with mental 
health concerns.

The best thing you can do for this youth is: 

• Stay with the person and keep calm.

• Suggest the person take their medicine if the person usually takes it during an attack (do not 
recommend anything as you are not a trained professional).

• Don't make assumptions about what the person needs. Ask!

• Speak to the person in short, simple sentences.

• Be predictable. Avoid surprises.

• Help slow the person's breathing by breathing with him or her or by counting slowly to 10.



What to Say and Not to Say 

During Panic Attacks:

What TO say: 
• "You can get through this."

• "I am proud of you. Good job."

• "Tell me what you need."

• "Concentrate on your breathing. Stay 
in the present."

• "It's not the place that is bothering 
you; it's the thought."

• "What you are feeling is scary, but it 
is not dangerous."

What NOT to say: 
• “Just calm down”

• “You have nothing to be nervous 
about”

• “I wouldn’t do that, you’re 
embarrassing yourself”

• “You’re just overreacting”

• “It’s all in your head”

• “Have a drink; you’ll feel better”

• “I know what you’re going through”



Identifying Derogatory and Hurtful 

Language and Behaviour: 

Avoid using…

• “That’s crazy”

• “That’s insane”

• “That’s mad”

• “That person is psycho”

• ”That is retarded” 

• “That’s bonkers”

Be aware of the day-to-day language that you use and have an understanding 
that there are possible challenges and harm that the language you use can cause 
for some individuals. 

• “A schizophrenic/psychotic”

• “Lunatic” or “Maniac” 

• “Happy pills” 

• “Normal behaviour” (This phrase 
insinuates that a person living 
with a mental health issue(s) are 
not ‘normal’)



Why Are These Terms/Phrases 

Inappropriate?

• These terms/phrases/comments are considered inappropriate 

because in the past, these terms and phrases were used to 

discriminate and oppress individuals living with mental health 

issue(s) and although it may not be used in the same context, it still 

perpetuates mental health stigma. 

• Although most individuals that may use these phrases mean no 

harm, this type of language can unintentionally perpetuate the 

stigmatization, shame, and isolation of people with a mental illness. 



• A person who “has a diagnosis of,” is “currently experiencing” or “is 

being treated for…” 

• “Patients,” “service users”,’ or “clients” 

• “Person living with a mental health issue”

• “Usual/typical behaviour” 

• “Antidepressants,” “medication,” or “prescription drugs” 

Language That Can be Used 

Instead:



Accommodation Plans:

• Recognize the need: Can be initiated by the employee, or upon a need being 

noticed by you. 

• Gather relevant information and assess individual needs: In this step you can 

collect information on the employee’s functional abilities, not the disability. 

• Write an individual accommodation plan: During this step you detail the 

limitations and the corresponding accommodations.

• Implement and monitor the plan: After implementing the plan, it is important 

to regularly check-in with your employee. 



Accommodation List:

• Flexible scheduling

• Changes in type of supervision

• Changes in training

• Modifying job duties

• Using technology

• Modifying workspace or changing location

• Job coaching/assistance on-the-job



Youth Perspective:

– First up, is a video from Jesse (they/them). They are one of the Peer Outreach 
Workers here at 360°Kids. They will share with us some suggestions employers 
can implement to help support employee mental health in the workplace.

– Next up, there is a audio recording from a current Employment Programs 
participant, Raishman (he/him). He shares some helpful suggestions from his 
perspective for employers in regard to helping manage stress and anxiety in the 
workplace.

– Lastly, we have a written testimonial from a current Employment Program 
participant, Masuma (she/her). Masuma talks about how training and 
scheduling can be a helpful accommodation in the workplace. 



Youth Perspective: Jesse



Youth Perspective: Raishman
(Hover over 360°kids symbol to see audio) 

Hi my name is Raishman and this is a short voice recording of ideas that I think might
be useful in the work environment (uhm) I feel like these are things that employers can
do to help youth that (uhm) have... who are experiencing mental health (uhm) so for
starters (uh) with my personal experience I would say my biggest concern in the work
environment would be anxiety and stress. And I feel like having a guide or some sort of
mentor (uhm) and not having to work under pressure and if need be (uh) some sort of
support system to prevent feeling overwhelmed would be very helpful. Another thing
that might be useful is having some sort of extra break throughout a shift to (uhm) pull
yourself together whether its stress, or anxiety but just having some extra time to
readjust before entering [back into] the environment, the work environment (uh)
would be fairly useful. I would say (uhm) just to prevent feeling overwhelmed and just
having… just being able to put your full effort into whatever you are doing (uhm) I feel
like that would be helpful when you just had a time to pull yourself together (uhm) and
yeah so I feel like these are things (uh) that could be helpful in a work environment.

Audio Transcript: 



Youth Perspective: Masuma

“Some suggestions I’d give to employers to help youth experiencing mental health

might be to allow accommodations in training methods for different types of

leaners and a flexible work schedule. Asking for schedule preferences before

making the shift schedule would be nice. Another thing could be having certain

“mental health leave days” where you can decide to take a certain amount of days

off to rest and recharge but you let the employers know in advance. It also varies

depending on the youth I think so it’s important that the employers communicate

with them and are open to accommodating and understanding how their mental

health impacts their work ethics.”

- Masuma



Other Support Systems:

• Canadian Mental Health Association, their website is full of information on how 

to support young people. 

• https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/ is also very helpful 

when it comes to supporting youth and it covers topics that are not covered in 

this slideshow. 

• You are always welcome to contact the 360°kids Employment Team for 

guidance. 

https://www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com/


Contacts for Crisis:

• York Region Community Crisis Response Service 310-COPE (2673) 

• Toronto Distress Centres 416 408-4357 or 408-HELP

• Assaulted Women's Helpline 416 863-0511; Toll-free: 1 866 863-0511

• Kids Help Phone 1 800 668-6868 

• Canadian Mental Health Association 416-646-5557

• Canadian Psychological Association 1-888-472-0657

• Mood Disorders Society of Canada 613-921-5565

• Schizophrenia Society of Canada 1-800-263-5545

• Mental Health Commission 613-683-3755



Any Questions, We Are Here to Help: 

As always, the Employment Programs team at 360°kids are happy to support/guide 
and educate you further on any of the covered topics. 

Please see below contact information:

• Courtney Cot, STEP Counsellor: 

647-637-6023 • Courtney.cot@360kid.ca

• Niloufar Barari, STEP Counsellor: 

416-573-8386 • Niloufar.Barari@360kids.ca

• Nirubha Shanmuganathan, Team Lead of Employment Programs: 

416-571-1696 • Nirubha.Shan@360kids.ca

• Pamela Sertl, Manager of Employment Programs: 

416-574-3047 • Pamela.Sertl@360kids.ca
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