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This week, 500,000 Canadians will

miss work due to a mental health

issue or illness. According to a recent

poll, 44 per cent of employees say

they have or have had mental health

challenges, but only a third of them

access help, largely due to stigma.

The reality at Diversified Rehabilita-

tion Group is different, says president

to health and wellness,” he says.

“This can be a very strenuous task,

making a psychologically healthy

workplace so imperative.”

Headquartered in Kelowna and

with several locations across British

Columbia, Diversified Rehabilitation

Group offers health and wellness

return-to-work-related services to in-

dividuals, businesses and insurance

companies. In 2008, the manage-

ment team went to employees with

the invitation to weigh in with ideas

on how they envision a psycho-

logically healthy workplace – and

how to get there, says Sienko. “For

people to open up, you need to first

earn their trust. And on the journey

of earning that trust, the manage-

ment team had to demonstrate that

we really care and want everybody

to be a part of the solution.”

The commitment to tackling the

issue as a team has led to organi-

zation-wide engagement – it also

required leading by example, says

Sienko. “You need to embrace the

change for yourself. If you expect

employees to share their chal-

lenges, managers also need to be

open when they are going through

difficult times,” he says. “At the end

of the day, we are all human beings

with the same vulnerabilities.”

In addition to the benefits already

in place, input from Diversified

Rehabilitation Group team members

led to the creation of three “wellness

days” a year, which they can spend

as they choose. The company also

introduced a four-day workweek for

employees, although the facilities

are open on five business days. “We

were initially concerned that this

would negatively impact our produc-

tivity, but our bottom line has gone

up, and disability rates and sick time

dropped drastically,” says Sienko.

The dedication to transforming

company culture earned Diversi-

fied Rehabilitation Group the CMHA

Workplace Excellence Award. “We’ve

created an environment where

sharing and admitting vulnerability

is part of today’s company culture,”

says Sienko, adding that the impact

has also been noticed by clients.

“Feedback from our clients tells us

that they feel heard and supported,”

he says. “Instead of just telling them

what to do, we allow them to be

vulnerable and take an active role in

their recovery.”

and CEO Derek Sienko. Here, em-

ployees address issues like burnout

or stress openly, with the expecta-

tions that they will be heard and

supported. “Initially, people were

not as open about their [mental

health] challenges, but today, there

is no fear, no stigma,” he says.

For Sienko, this very noticeable

change is the outcome of a con-

scious and collaborative decade-long

effort to create a psychologically

healthy workplace in a field where

burnout is notoriously common.

“We are working with people with

different disabilities and helping

them get back on track and return
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WE OFTEN AUTOMATICALLY
SAY “FINE” WHEN SOMEONE
AT WORK ASKS HOW WE ARE.
Yet the same question can trigger a

more meaningful exchange – one

that acknowledges how we truly

feel and whether we reach out when

we need support. What are some of

the conditions that are conducive

to opening up at our place of work

on days when we’re not feeling like

ourselves?

For Dr. Patrick Smith, a clinical

psychologist and national CEO of

the Canadian Mental Health Associa-

tion (CMHA), “a workplace culture

that is open and actively embraces

and promotes mental health can

have a big impact on people’s abil-

ity to talk about mental health and

feel supported.”

For 67 years, the CMHA Mental

Health Week has amplified the

importance of speaking out about

mental health. This year, the

message is, “Get loud about what

mental health really is,” says Dr.

Smith. “One in five Canadians has a

mental illness – but five in five have

mental health.”

Mental health is a continuum.

And all Canadians – regardless of

whether they’ve had a mental illness

diagnosis or not – can place them-

selves on the continuum that ranges

from languishing to thriving, he

explains. “Everyone experiences dif-

ferent states of mental health, which

can be affected by a range of factors,

including the lack of sunshine, for

example, or any kind of stressor.”

Some of the biggest impact typi-

cally originates in the environment

where we spend most of our time,

such as school for children or work

for adults, says Dr. Smith. “The work-

place can be a significant contributor

to positive mental health or, alterna-

tively, mental health challenges.”

Jordan Friesen, national associate

director, Workplace Mental Health,

CMHA, agrees that workplaces play

a significant role. “Not only do most

Canadians spend a large amount

of time at work, but many say that

work is their number one stressor,”

he says. “Leading organizations

across the country are implementing

the National Standard of Canada for

Psychological Health and Safety in

the Workplace, which is the first of

its kind in the world. It offers volun-

tary guidelines, tools and resources

for promoting mental health and

Building a psychologically healthy workplace can lead to increased employee
engagement and reduced disability rates and sick time. ISTOCK.COM

WHAT’S YOUR
MENTALHEALTH
STATUS?

Feeling well can mean

different things to different

people, but there are some

commonalities that apply to

all of us: in order to thrive,

we need a good sense of

self, purpose, contribu-

tion, hope, resilience and

belonging.

The Canadian Mental

Health Association compiled

an informal list based on

a range of sources. While

it is not a scientific tool, it

allows Canadians to check

their mental health status by

answering “agree” or “dis-

agree” and perhaps guide

them on how to support

and improve it.

YOUR SENSE OF SELF
• I feel confident about

my own opinions, even
if they’re different from
what other people think
or believe.

• I think people respect
me, but I can disagree
with others and still feel
okay about myself.

• I feel that I am the expert
on my own life.

• I consider myself to be a
good person.

• I deserve to feel well.

YOUR PURPOSE AND
SENSE OF MEANING
• I feel like I’m reaching my

potential.
• I feel I am growing as a

person.
• I challenge myself and

my thoughts about the
world.

• I have a sense of purpose
and meaning in my life.

• It is a better world with
me in it.

• I am good at things that
matter to me.

• I get something out of
the things I do.

BELONGING
• I get along with others,

and I feel good about my
personal relationships
and social interactions.

• I feel like I am part of
something bigger than
myself.

• I feel like I belong.
• I have people in my life

to support me.

CONTRIBUTION
• What I do matters a lot to

others.
• I feel useful and produc-

tive.
• I make the world a better

place in my own way.
• I am making a difference.

HOPE AND ENJOYMENT
• I am optimistic about my

future.
• I feel good about myself.
• I like and accept myself.
• I usually expect good

things will happen.
• I enjoy life.

RESILIENCE
• Things are hard some-

times, but I think I deal
pretty well.

• I know I can’t control ev-
erything, but I take action
where I can.

• If you knock me down, I
get back up again.

One in five
Canadians has a

mental illness – but
five in five have
mental health.

Dr. Patrick Smith
Clinical psychologist and

national CEO of the Canadian

Mental Health Association

preventing psychological harm at

work.”

Workplaces have the opportunity

to provide an environment where

all team members can be their best

selves, says Dr. Smith, who recom-

mends normalizing discussions

about mental health issues. “People

have no problem sharing their ex-

periences when they or their family

members experience heart disease

or cancer,” he says. “But what if

their son or daughter struggles

with depression, bipolar disorder

or schizophrenia? Do they have the

same level of comfort talking about

mental illness?”

Friesen says that one of the main

barriers to talking about mental

health challenges is fear of negative

impacts. That’s why Not Myself

Today, a national workplace mental

health initiative by CMHA, draws

attention to the fact that we all

have days when we don’t feel like

ourselves, he explains. “It starts with

the recognition that it is normal to

feel a wide range of emotions. When

we can identify and understand how

we are feeling and acknowledge

how others are feeling, then we can

take better care of ourselves and

each other.”

Not Myself Today is designed to

be accessible, approachable and

positive, according to Friesen. “We

educate employees and employers

on various topics related to mental

health, and provide guidance, hands-

on engagement and activities for

improving their own well-being, for

example, with stress management,

resilience building and emotional

intelligence,” he says. “We support

workplaces that want to create spac-

es where everyone feels comfortable

being open and where nobody is

stigmatized for dealing with mental

health challenges.”

The good news is that with the

right commitment, which involves

clear leadership and engagement

throughout the whole organization,

there can be a palpable shift in the

work culture. Partners participating

in the Not Myself Today initiative

report experiencing increased aware-

ness and understanding of mental

health issues and a more supportive

work environment.

Shelley DaCosta, vice-president,

Total Rewards and Employee

Experience at Royal & Sun Alliance

Insurance Company of Canada

(RSA), says, “Our experience with

the Not Myself Today campaign at

RSA was nothing short of excellent.

The introduction of the [initiative]

started important conversations

among friends, co-workers, leaders

and teams on the subject of mental

health and wellness in the work-

place.” She adds that Not Myself

Today will continue to be a key part

of RSA’s overall wellness and mental

health strategy.

“When a workplace actively

embraces positive mental health

promotion and fosters a mentally

healthy workplace, that isn’t only

good for employees and the work

culture, it also positively affects the

bottom line,” says Dr. Smith.

Mental health is costing Canada

approximately $51-billion, with more

than half of that number directly

affecting workplaces in terms of

absenteeism, turnover and high

use of benefits, so protecting and

improving the mental health of em-

ployees makes good practical sense,

says Friesen.

“According to the World Health

Organization, there is no health

without mental health,” he says,

adding that the positive impact of

healthy and safe workplaces can

carry over to affect families, friends

and communities – towards a more

caring and inclusive society.

Not Myself Today, a national workplace mental health initiative by CMHA, draws attention to the fact that we all have days when we don’t feel
like ourselves. Acknowledging how we and others are feeling can allow us to better care for ourselves and each other. ISTOCK.COM
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