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MENTAL ILLNESS AWARENESS WEEK 

October 4 to 10, 2015 is the annual Mental Illness Awareness Week (MIAW) that focuses on mental 
disorders: signs and symptoms, how to get help, stigma, hope and recovery, and the impact of mental 
illness on lives, families, workplaces, and society. It is an education project of the Canadian Alliance on 
Mental Illness and Mental Health.  

 

Canadians are increasingly suffering from emotional and mental health problems that require greater 
access to mental health services. How does the complex issue of mental illness impact employees and 
employers? This Base Services’ publication of Data Driven Decisions examines the subject, the statistics 
around mental illness in Canada, and provides some helpful resources to employers on how to manage 
and support employees who may be suffering from a mental illness.   

THE STATISTICS!  
 

Before we can really appreciate the impact of mental illness on the workplace, we need to examine the 

statisticsi.  

 1 in 3 workplace disability claims are related to mental illness. 

 Only 23% of employees would talk about their mental illness with their employer. 

 44% of workers say they have or have had mental health issues. 

 $51 billion annual economic cost of mental illness in Canada. 

 Mental illness is one of the fastest growing category of disability costs. 

 3x greater chance of lost productivity for people living with depression.  

 500,000 Canadian missed work this week due to mental health issues. 
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HOW DOES THIS IMPACT ME? 
 

Although employers should proactively address mental health in the workplace year round, MIAW is a 

great opportunity to bring further awareness to this important cause. The statistics regarding the impact 

of mental illness on the workplace demonstrates that mental illness is not a problem that can be ignored. 

The Canadian Standards Association Group estimates that 25% of the costs of mental health issues to 

employers can be avoided.  

The benefits to employers to managing their workforces’ mental health includesi: 

 Improved employee morale 

 Increased productivity  

 Reduced absenteeism 

 Reduced disability claims costs 

Additionally, a municipal employer is well served to understand and appreciate its obligation under human 

rights legislation and to work positively with employees who may require accommodation for disabilities.   

LEGISLATION 

Both physical and mental disability are protected 

grounds under provincial and federal human 

rights legislation, including the British Columbia 

Human Rights Act. As a result there is well-

established case law regarding the employer’s 

duty to accommodate an employee with a 

disability to the point of undue hardship.   

A 2014 decision involving the removal of an 

employee with a bipolar disorder from his 

position as a manager of emergency medical 

services highlights the consequences of a failure 

to accommodateii. Not only does the employee 

fail to benefit from an appropriate 

accommodation, but the employer faces 

significant damage awards and legal fees. 

Community interest and adverse media 

attention may also ariseiii.     

In this case the applicant was hired as an EMS 

manager in 2005 and functioned well in his 

position until 2007. In late 2007 the applicant’s 

physicians took him of certain medications used 

to treat his bipolar disorder and began trials of 

alternative medications which allowed some of 

the applicant’s bipolar condition to become 

more pronounced, including inappropriate 

spending on departmental equipment, 

inappropriate email exchange with a female 

paramedic, undermining of supervisory 

authority by encouraging staff not to follow the 

chain of command, inappropriate email 

exchanges with external community partners, 

failure to follow the County’s hiring practices and 

procedures, use of inappropriate and abusive 

language with co-workers and insolent 

behaviour towards supervisors.  

The County conducted an investigation into the 

concerns and ultimately decided to permanently 

remove the applicant from his role as manager.   

The Tribunal concluded that much of the 

conduct relied on by the County was conduct 

 $51 billion annual economic cost of 

mental illness in Canada. 

 Mental illness is one of the fastest 

growing category of disability costs. 

 3x greater chance of lost productivity for 

people living with depression.  
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that was related to his bipolar disorder and that 

the County had not taken any steps to consider 

whether he could be accommodated in the EMS 

Manager position without undue  hardship. The 

Tribunal ultimately ordered that the employee 

be reinstated to his position as EMS manager 

(upon receipt of appropriate medical clearances) 

with payment for lost wages and ordered 

damages in the amount of $25,000 for injury to 

dignity, feelings, and self-respect.  

The Tribunal also ordered that a consultant with 

expertise in bipolar disorder and discrimination 

be retained to provide training to management, 

HR and senior staff, that a protocol be completed 

and signed for identifying and dealing with any 

bipolar disorder-related work behaviour and 

how the disability would be accommodated, that 

an expert in workplace restoration be retained 

and that the employee be given a one year 

graduated basis to resume his EMS manager 

duties.  

The Tribunal dismissed any notion that the 

relationships between the employee and his 

coworkers were damaged beyond repair, noting 

that a properly implemented workplace 

restoration process which was run by experts in 

mental health and reconciliation could repair the 

damaged and compromised relationshipsiv.     

In addition to the B.C. Human Rights legislation, 

employers must consider the B.C. Workers 

Compensation Act. In May 2012, the B.C. 

legislature passed Bill 14, Workers Compensation 

Amendment Act, 2011, which amended Section 

5.1 of the Workers Compensation Act, changing 

coverage for mental disorders caused by work.  

At the same time as the legislation relating to 

mental disorders was introduced, changes to the 

occupational health and safety policies relating 

to bullying and harassment were also developed, 

and became effective on November 1, 2013.   

WorkSafeBC has reported that there have been 

8,152 new mental disorder claims registered 

between July 1, 2012 and September 30, 2015v. 

Of the 8,152 claims received, 1,264 claims were 

allowed, and of these 115 were accepted for 

bullying or harassment.   The remaining claims 

received were either suspended, did not require 

adjudication, rejected, in the process of 

adjudication, or were disallowed. 

TOOLS FOR EMPLOYERS  
ADDRESSING MENTAL HEALTH IN THE WORKPLACE

Benefit carriers such as Pacific Blue Cross (PBC) and Manulife provide tips, tools, and resources to 
employers to address mental health in the workplace.  PBC reports that as of the end of December 2014, 
the percentage of approved insured claims classified under mental illness constituted 17% from their 
overall disability block. From PBC’s labour business block (i.e. municipalities, government, unionized 
private industry and unions), drugs prescribed for mental illness rank in the top four drug categories 
consistently year to year. They are usually in either 2nd or 3rd place for drug expenditures, and higher than 
diabetes.  
 
PBC’s own B.C. Life statistics show that on average mental disorders as a primary diagnosis are seen in 
14% of STD claims. Such claims can often move into the LTD stream if early treatment and support is not 
provided. On average, 22% of PBC’s total LTD claims have mental disorders as a primary diagnosis. With 
access to early treatment, return to work on average is within 13 months.  
 
With PBC’s early treatment and support in place, only 4% of the LTD claims become chronic lifetime 
disabilities. Without early intervention these figures would significantly increase.  
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Awareness and early intervention of workplace mental health issues can help employers to tackle the ever 
growing statistics around mental illness. The following are some resources available to employers and 
individuals: 
 

1. Workplace Strategies for Mental Health (www.workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com) 
provides free training and tools for employers on mental health awareness.  
 

2. Mental Health Commission of Canada (www.mentalhealthcommission.ca) has a number of 
initiatives including:  

a. National Standard of Canada for Psychological Health and Safety in the Workplace 
including an implementation guide 

b. Opening Minds focused on reducing stigma related to mental illness 
c. Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) training for those responsible for first aid in the 

workplace 
d. Free Monthly Webinars on Workplace Mental Health Promotion  

 
3. Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA) (http://www.cmha.bc.ca/how-we-can-

help/workplace)  has a number of resources for the workplace such as:  
a. Workplace Mental Health Education and Training  
b. For My Health – integration of physical and mental health screening and education  
c. Bounce Back: Reclaim your health – DVD, telephone coaching, and workbooks 
d. Living Life to the Full – courses aimed at early intervention 

 
 
QUESTIONS? 
If you have any comments or questions about this update please contact Karen Jewell, Program Manager, 

Base Services at 604-432-6228 or by email at karen.jewell@metrovancouver.org. 

 

i Partners for Mental Health – “Not myself Today.” April 28, 2015. <www.notmyselftoday.ca/the-issue/statistics/> 
 
ii MacLeod v. Lambton (County), 2014 HRTO 1330 (CanLII), <http://canlii.ca/t/g9006> Retrieved on 2015-10-09 
 
iii  See <http://www.theobserver.ca/2014/10/16/more-than-100k-spent-on-county-legal-bills-on-macleod-case-so-
far> Retrieved on October 5, 2015  
 
iv The return of employees to the workplace in these situations is often very challenging. In this case four coworkers 
of the employee sought leave to request reconsideration of the Tribunal’s order claiming that they were victims of 
the applicant’s abuse and harassment during the time he was their manager and that they suffered significant 
mental health consequences as a result of his impending return to the workplace. The Tribunal dismissed the 
request for reconsideration. See MacLeod v. Lambton (County) 2015 HRTO 604 (CanLII). 
 
v Work Safe BC. UPDATE Mental Disorders Claims Information and Bullying and Harassment Data. September 30, 
2015 
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