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IntroductIon

When our professional role involves managing people, over the 
first few months we usually develop a pretty good idea of what’s 
expected. If in doubt we can look at what others are doing, 
refer to our position description, our organisational policies or 
seek clarification on our goals from other or more senior people 
However when there are behaviours of concern in our team and/
or a staff member has mental health issues it can be hard to know 
what’s expected of us.

Every situation is unique, so your colleagues may not have 
dealt with a similar scenario before, and there may not be 
adequate policies in place to guide you. As any experienced 
manager will tell you, there are no black and white answers 
when you are dealing with people who have all sorts of different 
backgrounds, upbringings, cultures, beliefs and different levels 
of mental health. As a manager you have to draw on your people 
management skills and do your best to clarify the situation, make 
a collaborative plan and work through it systematically.

The aim of this booklet is to help you raise your awareness of the 
key considerations in managing people who are experiencing 
mental health issues. You’ll also find some handy tips for having 
sensitive conversations and taking effective action along the way. 
Remember, you don’t have to handle things perfectly – just give 
it a go. Most people are grateful when they see their manager 
making a genuine effort.

You shouldn’t expect yourself to be a counsellor or mental health 
expert, but you do need to make an effort, as turning a blind eye 
to a team member with a mental health issue can increase the 
risks to both the individual and to your employer.
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 WHAT Is A MEnTAl HEAlTH IssuE 
And HoW coMMon Is IT? 

It’s useful to think about mental health as a continuum – and we 
all have the capacity to move up and down this continuum. We 
may be very happy and healthy at times, and at other times slide 
down toward the unhealthy end, experiencing stress–related 
symptoms like trouble sleeping, or wanting to withdraw, or 
overwork. If the symptoms hang around for weeks at a time and 
the individual finds these are impacting on their life, they may be 
experiencing a mental health issue. Mental health issues don’t just 
happen overnight, they take some time to develop, and therefore 
they take some time to recover from as well.
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To give you some idea of how common mental health issues are, 
one in five Australians aged 16–85 years had some sort of mental 
health issue in 2007, according to figures from the Australian 
Bureau of statistics (ABs).

A mental health issue interferes with a person’s cognitive, 
emotional or social abilities. There are different types of mental 
health issue and each of these will occur with a different degree 
of severity. some can be diagnosed as an illness and some 
cannot. Whether or not a formal diagnosis can be made, mental 
health issues often occur as a result of life stressors (as well 
as genetics). Milder problems that do not qualify for a formal 
diagnosis can become more severe over time so you should still 
take them seriously. The person can be encouraged to take some 
action to help them feel happier and improve their productivity 
and wellbeing. The earlier people get onto things when they’re 
not feeling well, the better the chance of recovery.

The most common mental health issues/illnesses you may come 
across in the workplace are anxiety and depression, and problems 
with alcohol and drugs follow closely behind. For further 
information on common mental health issues please refer to the 
Appendix on page 26.

so, in all likelihood, at some point in your career as a manager 
you will need to manage a team member who currently has, 
or has been previously diagnosed with, a mental health issue. 
You probably have already, but perhaps you weren’t aware of it. 
sometimes people manage their mental health problems so well 
that they don’t impact their work. In these cases they are unlikely 
to tell you about it, and you won’t need to make any adjustments 
to accommodate them. 

Mental health issues are extremely common – in fact you may be 
surprised by some of the statistics. At any time around one in five 
of us are experiencing psychological distress at a level where a 
GP or psychologist would be able to diagnose an illness like an 
anxiety disorder, depression, or substance use disorder.
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 WHAT Is MY REsPonsIBIlITY As A 
MAnAGER To HElP PEoPlE WITH
A MEnTAl HEAlTH IssuE?

We all have different levels of knowledge and experience 
when it comes to mental health issues. Even if you feel like an 
absolute beginner, keep in mind that mental health issues are not 
something to be fearful of, as they can generally be effectively 
managed and treated. so, as a manager it’s important to equip 
yourself with a few basic skills to help you if you need to handle 
a mental health issue at work. You’ll probably find these skills are 
helpful in your life outside work as well. 

You have a responsibility to care for your people and ensure that 
their work doesn’t exacerbate an existing mental health issue or 
trigger a new one. You also have an obligation to offer help to 
people struggling with a mental health issue rather than treating 
it as a performance problem.

“ When I first starting working 27 years ago, people 
never talked about mental illness. I had a boss who 
took a few months off once when I had just finished my 
apprenticeship. I remember how much everyone liked 
him, so they made up a bunch of excuses and used to 
say things like ‘he’s gone on sabbatical,’ and there was 
a rumour that he’d had a minor stroke. It was only years 
later that he told me the truth – he’d actually had what 
was referred to back then as a nervous breakdown. The 
stigma was huge so he was asked to stay away from work. 
looking back, with everything I know now, I just wish that 
management had have known more and dealt with him 
differently. His career never got back on track, and he’s 
been on the welfare I think for about 15 years now, his wife 
left him, everything just seemed to go down hill when he 
finished work.” 

Jeremy, Regional Manager, 45 

This character and story is fictitious and for illustrative purposes only.  
Any resemblance to a real person is coincidental.
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If you have had a mental health issue yourself you will have 
valuable insight into how much it can help when people are 
supportive. However try not to assume that you know all about 
it, because even if your staff member is experiencing the same 
type of issue (like an anxiety disorder for instance) they may be 
experiencing it and dealing with it in a totally different way.

“ As a Team leader, I’m pretty good with my staff if they 
have a crisis. I had a depressive episode in the 90s so I 
know what it’s about. Back then I turned to my mates and 
got heavily involved in playing sport and the gym which 
really helped pull me out of it. sometimes I just wanted 
to be alone, running or working out and the team sport 
forced me to interact with others. After my experience 
with depression, for a while I couldn’t understand why 
people I came across at work who were depressed didn’t 
do that. I would get on their case telling them to get active 
and join a team and they’d get a bit defensive at times. It 
took me a while to see that people deal with this stuff in 
many different ways and it’s just as legitimate to spend 
your weekend reading self–help books and cooking as it is 
getting active. now I ask questions rather than assume – 
and I support whatever works for that person.” 

Ben, Team Leader, 52 

This character and story is fictitious and for illustrative purposes only.  
Any resemblance to a real person is coincidental.
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 HoW MucH REsPonsIBIlITY do I 
nEEd To TAkE?

like any other health issues, mental health issues also have 
the capacity to impact significantly on an individual’s working 
capacity and performance, and can create risks to you and your 
organisation if not managed properly. Among these, occupational 
health and safety (oH&s) and equal opportunity laws need to 
be considered. Just as you are responsible for helping keep your 
workplace safe and free from hazards including those associated 
with discrimination, you have a responsibility to exercise a 
reasonable standard of care in how you manage and deal with 
people with mental health issues in your team.

If people are not managed in a supportive way, mental health 
issues can be exacerbated at work, and this can be very costly 
to your employer in terms of oH&s, Workcover and even 
discrimination claims. 

so, it’s best to think about your role in terms of how you can help 
prevent some mental health issues from becoming more serious 
as a result of a person’s working environment in your team, and 
also how you can help intervene early so that someone with a 
mental health issue has the best chances of getting back on track 
with their health.

It’s important to remember that everyone shares a responsibility 
for respecting and protecting their own and other people’s 
rights at work. As a manager, your duty of care requires you to 
exercise a high standard of care that is appropriate for a manager 
in your position. The standards expected of you will extend to 
taking specific action to help reduce the risks to individual team 
members in your care from a range of perspectives including 
health and safety, as well as to help eliminate discrimination in 
your workplace. If you’re also an officer of your workplace, then it 
is likely you’ll have additional responsibilities.

While the level of responsibility technically may vary from state to 
state in Australia, it’s best to adopt the highest standards possible 
so that you can feel confident that you’re helping eliminate 
unnecessary risks to health and safety at work, as well as helping 
to remove barriers for people with various disadvantages to 
having a “fair go” at work and ultimately, in their communities.
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“I’ll never forget the phone call I got from our chief 
Financial officer (cFo) the day after my first panic 
attack at work. I had been feeling so frightened, and was 
just getting my head around what the doctors told me, 
that it wasn’t a heart attack, it was a panic attack. I’d 
collapsed under my desk at work, couldn’t breathe, and my 
colleagues called an ambulance. one even started to try 
mouth to mouth on me, which now seems kind of funny. 
In fact, our cFo and I are now really comfortable talking 
about it and seeing the lighter side, which helps me to feel 
really safe with my condition. 

The people around me know how to help me, what to say 
to make me feel that this isn’t such a catastrophe, and the 
feelings will pass. And it all began with our cFo taking 
the time out to talk to me, visit me, and see whether there 
was anything he could do as an officer of the company to 
help make sure there were enough resources around to 
help me. There ended up being some additional training 
for our managers, which the cFo was happy to sign off on 
with our Human Resources (HR) director. I just can’t tell 
you how much of a difference it makes to know that the 
people at the very top, my bosses’ bosses, actually care 
and show an interest in how I’m going. come to think of 
it, there are a few people in our company now who seem 
more comfortable talking about mental health issues. It just 
seems like people don’t feel they need to run and hide, or 
be away from work when they don’t feel completely at their 
best, and I think we’ve got officers to thank for that.” 

Brendan, Financial Controller, 37 

This character and story is fictitious and for illustrative purposes only.  
Any resemblance to a real person is coincidental.
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For 

 WHAT TYPEs oF MEAsuREs 
sHould I  TAkE?

The answer to this question varies, depending on the severity of 
the mental health issue someone in your team is experiencing. 
It’s important to remember that your job as a manager requires 
you to exercise a reasonable level of care appropriate for your 
management role, so unless you happen to be employed as a 
mental health professional and are responsible in this capacity 
for managing your team, you’re not required to know everything 
about how to treat all types of situations. You are definitely not 
expected to be a therapist, nor should you let yourself slip into 
this role. Encouraging people to get professional help through 
your Employee Assistance Program (if you have one) or local GP 
or health centre is generally the best course of action. 

so you can have informed conversations with your staff member, 
it’s good to have some background knowledge. For instance it is 
a good idea to understand the various levels of intervention that 
are necessary to help people in different situations, depending on 
the severity of their problems and how their illness is impacting 
their work and possibly also their team. 

At some point when we’re concerned about someone, we have 
to intervene. There are a number of stages of intervention that 
can be applied in a work setting to manage mental health issues. 
These range from helping prevent mental health issues by 
promoting wellness to assisting someone with a mental illness in a 
timely manner. 
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Promoting Workplace Wellness 

Preferably, you’ll be focusing on promoting workplace wellness 
with strategies such as promoting open communication in your 
team about mental health so that people feel comfortable talking 
with you in private if they’re experiencing any issues. 

Early intervention 

There are usually opportunities to provide support earlier on, 
hopefully before some mild issues escalate into more serious 
ones. When mental health issues are apparent, including when 
a staff member providing reveals to you that they have been 
diagnosed with a mental illness, there are opportunities to help 
that staff member. These include providing them with an  
“open door” and making reasonable adjustments that will 
accommodate them seeking treatment where it’s necessary 
during working hours. 

Intervening early can mean simply noticing that someone is 
struggling and offering them help to get back on track. You can 
encourage them to ask you for help with their workload or share 
a particularly stressful task with colleagues, or you might make it 
easy for them to exercise more (if they think that would help) and 
look after their health. 

Additional support 

If early intervention doesn’t work, or you only find out the person 
needs help when the situation is quite advanced, then offering 
support is still definitely worthwhile. The best approach is to 
listen with empathy and firmly point them towards professional 
help. If you think things are heading towards a crisis point, then 
call for assistance from your own manager, your HR team or 
your Employee Assistance Program (EAP). Act quickly, as these 
situations can become a major stressor on you if you try to handle 
it alone and may be unsafe for the person who is not well.

The main message is: it’s never to late to help someone –
but the earlier we get onto it, the better!
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The most important management approach you can initiate is a 
series of supportive conversations. You can’t really help someone 
effectively unless you are prepared to spend time hearing what’s 
going on for them and guiding them in a helpful direction.  
That takes a trusting rapport, so it may take some time to build 
that up. obviously it’s a good idea to have open conversations 
with all your staff as you never know which ones you may end  
up in sensitive conversations with one day. The simple steps in 
the IcARE model provide a kind of road map to help keep you 
heading in the right direction.

 IcARE: A HElPFul ModEl FoR 
MAnAGInG An InsTAncE oF 
MEnTAl IllnEss In YouR TEAM
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 InFoRM YouRsElF 
this stage involves:

 o  finding out more about the mental health issue your staff 
member has disclosed. It’s okay to ask them questions  
and admit you will need some time to do your research 
and learn more

 o  gaining an insight into your staff member’s specific 
circumstances, and determining what, if anything, is causing 
them difficulty at work. This can then be used as a basis for 
identifying workplace adjustments that might help reduce or 
eliminate the difficulties. You might ask them “Tell me how 
things are for you at work” or a similar open question. You 
might also ask “Is there anything at work that you think makes 
you feel better/worse?”

 o  understanding your obligations in relation to managing 
someone with a mental health issue. If you have any doubts 
or need further information, you should speak to a member of 
your HR team or an oH&s professional. some links to further 
useful information can be found at the end of this booklet

 o  understanding your staff member’s right to privacy. You 
need their express permission to share their situation with 
anyone else. It can help to ask them if there is anyone in HR 
that they wouldn’t mind you telling, so you can get the best 
advice to support them. You need to take this issue of privacy 
very seriously, even if you don’t think sharing the information 
would disadvantage them – it’s not your decision to make.

 There may be occasions where you are worried a staff member 
is in danger of hurting themselves or others. In these situations, 
whether the person has a mental health issue or not, you have 
an obligation to take action to try to prevent risks to health and 
safety. If you have any doubt, you should enlist the support of an 
HR professional within your organisation, or where an HR person 
is not available, a suitably qualified health professional.
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 cARE And suPPoRT 
once you have informed yourself and feel that you have a  
better understanding of the situation being faced by your staff 
member (and your organisation), it’s important to show support 
and offer reassurance. 

Reassure your staff member that:

 o they will be listened to and supported

 o they will be treated fairly

 o  the information they share will not be disclosed unnecessarily. 
Remember that some people are prepared to be more open 
than others. Agree who will be told, what they will be told, by 
whom and when

 o  you will do what you can to help make things work for them.

 AcT To PRoVIdE AssIsTAncE 
This step is a very important one as it’s all about taking action 
to assist staff members manage any difficulties they are 
experiencing at work. It’s not about acting on their personal 
problems or being a counsellor. ultimately you should be aiming 
to help them become productive again. Many staff members will 
not actually require any workplace assistance. some may require 
only brief or specific support, while others may require support 
over a longer period of time. The assistance you provide may 
be as simple as just being aware of the issues or may extend to 
something more involved like identifying and making reasonable 
workplace adjustments. 

What are some examples of reasonable adjustments?

Effective actions will vary, depending on the individual needs of 
the staff member, the nature of your workplace and the tasks 
associated with the job. The choice of actions should be guided 
in consultation with your staff member and with appropriate 
professional advice. do not immediately agree to any changes 
they suggest – this is a negotiation, and sometimes you will have 
to get the ok from someone else to implement these changes. 
Go slowly and promise to get back to the staff member with 
confirmed answers.
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Examples include:

offering flexible working arrangements

 o flexible start and finish times

 o changing where they are seated

 o working from home

 o ability to work part–time

 o  offering sick leave entitlements to allow staff members to 
attend appointments for their treatment.

changing some aspects of the job or work tasks

 o  exchanging a single task for a job consisting of a number of 
smaller tasks

 o  changing work duties for a period of time until the staff 
member is able to perform their normal work duties

 o  writing work instructions down instead of just giving 
them verbally

 o  helping the staff member prioritise tasks and offer additional 
meeting times to discuss the progress of work tasks

 o reassessing workload to ensure it is reasonable.

changing the workplace or work area

 o moving desk locations

 o moving to a quieter work environment.

Purchasing or modifying equipment

 o  allowing a staff member to use an iPod or other music device 
if this helps to manage anxiety or stress.
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 REVIEW THE sITuATIon 
once reasonable adjustments have been made, and sufficient 
time has passed, it’s advisable to objectively review and  
assess whether:

 o  the staff member is meeting the inherent requirements of 
the job. Remember, the inherent requirements of the job 
are basically the essential outcomes that must be achieved 
to perform the role in question. This review can be done in 
much the same way as you would when you are appraising 
performance during the performance management  
review process

 o  the adjustments are helping the staff member in question, and 
if any additional adjustments or modifications 
are required. 

don’t wait until there’s an issue. Review and check in regularly 
and use lots of positive feedback. Even this can boost confidence  
and productivity. 

You may also like to take this opportunity to review the action 
plan you have put together and update any details, if required.

 EVAluATE & MonIToR 
This final step is about continually evaluating and monitoring 
the situation to ensure that no one involved is being unfairly 
treated or impacted. 

First, you should ensure that the individual’s health and safety is 
not being compromised by bullying or harassment. Remember 
that you are responsible for:

 o  helping eliminate, so far as it’s practicable to do so, risks to 
health and safety for all staff members and minimising  
risks that the workplace will cause ill health or aggravate 
existing conditions

 o  identifying whether risks to mental health (such as stress, 
bullying, harassment, and workplace trauma) exist  
and taking action in your workplace to eliminate or manage 
those risks. 

You should also ensure that adjustments are not creating 
tension among other staff, and that others are not being unfairly 
impacted by the situation.
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APPlYInG THE IcARE ModEl To 
MAnAGInG suBsTAncE ABusE
The strategies described here can be effective for substance 
abuse as well, but there are a few extra points to keep in mind. 
It is perfectly acceptable to go to HR for advice before you raise 
the subject with the staff member (but remember to use the 
words “alleged drug use” or “a suspicion that they are under the 
influence of alcohol or drugs” rather than talking as if you have 
proof). 

Your organisation will probably have policies that relate to things 
like being under the influence of substances at work, when driving 
work vehicles or when operating machinery. 

In some workplaces this can result in instant dismissal. However 
it’s wise to view this kind of behaviour as a cry for help and try 
to treat it as primarily a health issue – at least at first. Your aim 
should be to help the person to get professional help, so they can 
change their behaviours and return to their normal functioning. 

Make a plan as to what you will say and choose a sensible time 
to have a chat with the staff member. Be very up front and rather 
than ask them a question like “have you been drinking at work?” 
to which most people will automatically say no – try saying 
something like “I can smell alcohol, I know there’s a problem. I’m 
concerned and I want to help you – can we talk about it?” Have a 
short conversation, and then ask them to think about it over night 
and let you know what they plan to do. Give them a specified 
timeframe in which to seek help and make your expectations very 
clear that substance use at work needs to stop immediately. Be 
firm but understanding. This is not a simple situation to manage, 
as addiction can be linked with many issues including depression, 
anxiety, grief and loss. As a manager your role is to set fair 
expectations, be supportive and keep the safety of all your staff 
first and foremost in your mind. 

“ I was caught using drugs at work and it was the worst, 
most humiliating time of my life. My boss was good about 
it but she was really clear I had to get my smoking under 
control or leave. It made me change because I wanted my 
job. she never told anyone to my knowledge and we had a 
good and trusting relationship for two years after the big 
conversation when I moved onto a better job. I’m glad it 
happened, I wouldn’t have changed if I hadn’t been made 
very uncomfortable in the situation first.”

 Maddie, Project Manager, 25
This character and story is fictitious and for illustrative purposes only.  
Any resemblance to a real person is coincidental.
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 cAn soMEonE WoRk WITH A 
MEnTAl HEAlTH IssuE?

some people with a mental health issue will need to take time 
off work, but this is not always the case. Everyone is different. 
some people with mental health issues become so exhausted and 
unwell that they need to take a short amount of time off to sleep 
and gradually get back into a healthier pattern.

They can then re-enter the workforce and they often choose 
to approach their work differently, work less or seek out a 
different role. With a Return to Work plan in place and supportive 
colleagues, people have a good chance of resettling into work.

However, as a manager it is really important to remember that 
even if people need some time at home, many people find that 
maintaining links with work helps. Even if they are only coming 
in two mornings a week, it is a link back into normal life. It’s not 
uncommon to hear people say work was actually their saving 
grace rather than it being an added stress, and that it allowed 
them to gradually recover.

consider the experiences of these people below.

“ I had three weeks off work and did everything the doctor 
advised. I was lucky I felt better and learnt how to look 
after myself. When I went back to work people were kind 
and treated me normally – I got back on track and have 
been fine ever since.”

“ I had six months off after a depressive episode and had 
two tries before I successfully came back to work. Gradual 
re–entry was the key, and the people in HR made the effort 
to check in with me twice a week, I am grateful to them.”

“ I had six weeks off and it was the worst thing I could have 
done. My confidence took a dive and I realised if I didn’t 
start back at work at least part time it was going to slip 
away. I convinced my manager to let me come in each 
afternoon and I then improved.”
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social connectedness and the capacity to be usefully occupied 
has been shown to help reduce recovery times and improve 
overall health outcomes.

As a manager, staying in touch is part of your role. Provided you 
have the staff member’s permission to do so you can initiate 
contact via email or phone. And if you can meet for a brief coffee 
or a walk to keep them up to date with what’s happening it will 
usually be appreciated. This can aid a person’s recovery and boost 
their motivation to return to work. If you have any doubts about 
whether, and if so how, to contact a staff member who is off work 
due to a mental illness, seek advice from a member of your  
HR team.
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WHAT ARE THE cHAncEs THAT
THEY’ll REcoVER?

not everyone will recover, but most people will. A serious mental 
health issue does tend to change you forever; you come out of 
such an experience with new insights and ideas about how you 
react to life. so in this sense you are more likely to resettle than 
actually “recover”.

Mental health issues usually do come and go, as stressors and 
levels of support change in our lives. Most of us can look back 
on times that were pretty tough and we may even have learnt or 
grown from these experiences. In terms of recovery we do know 
that people can fall into a number of groups:

 o  some people have phases of anxiety or depression that 
eventually pass without treatment (however, treatment can 
lower chances of a reoccurrence)

 o  those who receive treatment seem to get back to normal 
in greater numbers if they have evidence–based effective 
treatment from a health professional. Being supported at 
work also helps

 o  some people spend a lot of time in treatment but they don’t 
ever completely recover. Instead they eventually learn to 
manage the illness, as people learn to manage other chronic 
conditions such as asthma. This means they know when the 
symptoms emerge how to act to rectify things quickly so their 
life isn’t impacted too much

 o  some people do go on to have extremely difficult lives as 
they have severe and ongoing mental illness that remains 
unmanaged. This is the minority but because they tend to 
have other problems as well (financial, accommodation, 
relationship and sometimes drug and alcohol issues) 
they tend to stand out much more than the thousands of 
people who have mental health issues but continue to lead 
functioning everyday lives.



21

WHAT IF IT Isn’T GEnuInE?

When some people hear that someone has received a pay–out 
for psychological injury or has taken extended paid sick leave 
they may wonder, is it really genuine? The stigma associated with 
seeking this kind of compensation is still strong and therefore it’s 
a stressful experience in itself. 

People who see themselves as damaged psychologically by work, 
or feel so unwell that they cannot work, are usually having an 
extremely hard time. They are very rarely motivated by a payout 
or extra time off, they are more likely to be concerned about how 
their reputation will be affected, whether their career will ever 
get back on track, how to handle the reactions of their partner, 
parents, neighbours and children and how to live with the  
label of “unwell”. 

It is extremely unusual to come across someone abusing the 
system in this way, so as a manager it’s better to assume the 
person genuinely sees themselves as unable to work and to do 
what you can to help them change the situation so they can 
return to work again.
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Is THERE AnY WAY oF 
PREVEnTInG THEsE PRoBlEMs?

of course all the information you have read so far has been about 
what to do if you have an unwell staff member on your team. 
It’s very important to know this, but you may only have to use it 
every so often. There’s another aspect to mental health at work 
that you should be aware of every day, and that’s providing a 
happy and healthy environment for your staff. 

You may think: “Well that’s not within my control. I don’t run the 
organisation.” In fact the attitudes and behaviours of a person’s 
direct supervisor has a huge impact on how they experience 
work, regardless of the organisation’s broader culture and norms. 
so no matter where you work, do your best to ensure that over 
time you try to develop a safe and healthy working environment 
for your team. 

You probably already do a few things that lift morale and make 
people feel valued, so adding a few more isn’t hard. The simple 
table on the next page shows you some things that really matter 
in terms of people’s mental health – and what you can do to help 
people in your workplace.
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things that 
contribute to our 

mental health
 How these can apply to the 

workplace 

Being connected 
to others 

Being included; working in a team; people 
asking your opinion; being invited to some 
social things through work; having a chance 
to join working groups or committees.

supportive 
relationships

Feeling comfortable with colleagues and 
senior members of staff; feeling able to 
approach relevant people with issues and 
concerns; feeling supported with work–related 
and/or personal issues; work environments 
that reflect an awareness of mental health and 
wellbeing issues, rather than a single focus on 
outputs or profits. 

Freedom from 
discrimination  
and violence 

Being part of a work environment that is safe 
and celebrates diversity rather than seeing 
difference as an issue; work environments 
that do not tolerate discrimination, bullying, 
intimidation or violence and accept people for 
who they are. 

self determination 
and control over one’s 
life

Being a “good fit” in a job role; having a 
level of autonomy, choice, responsibility and 
ownership/control over workload and work 
environment; having the ability to set and 
achieve work–related goals.

self–esteem and 
self–efficacy

Feeling generally good about work; feeling 
valued, competent and able to make a 
worthwhile contribution; having a positive 
approach to receiving feedback regarding 
performance so that you can improve and 
develop at work.
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Evidence has shown that when workplaces foster these elements, 
there can be several long–term benefits including staff who feel –

 o supported by colleagues and senior staff 

 o a sense of belonging and connection

 o good about the work they do 

 o valued, loyal and more likely to stay with the organisation

 o safe at work

 o more productive.

And interestingly, workplaces with the elements discussed 
generally have staff who experience lower levels of stress, anxiety, 
depression and substance misuse, and improved physical health. 
When you get the hang of working towards this kind of healthy 
environment, discuss what you are doing with your HR team 
and colleagues – this kind of thinking is usually very welcome in 
organisations and word spreads quickly.



25

WHERE To Go FoR MoRE HElP 
And suPPoRT

depending on the situation you’re in, and in particular whether 
you are simply wanting to explore and plan ahead so that you’re 
ready to deal with mental health issues in your team (early 
intervention), or if at the other end of the scale you’re facing a 
crisis, there is a variety of options for you to explore further.

Planning ahead

 o  Bupa life skills Managers’ suite of Modules 
lifeskills.bupa.com.au 

 o  En Masse Mental Health 
www.enmasse.com.au

 o  Australian Human Rights commission 
www.hreoc.gov.au

 o  comcare 
www.comcare.gov.au

Emergency
In the case of an emergency, please call 000 immediately.

lifeline 
13 11 14

other contacts
The Mental Health Foundation of Australia 
(03) 9826 1422

The Black dog Institute 
(02) 9382 4523

Websites with helpful articles
www.blackdoginstitute.org.au 
www.beyondblue.com.au 
www.sane.org
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APPEndIX 

common mental health issues and illnesses
The most common mental health issues or illnesses experienced 
in Australian workplaces are anxiety, depression, and problems 
with alcohol or drugs. Problems like schizophrenia and bipolar 
disorder are much less common (only about three percent of 
the population are affected). The descriptions provided over 
the next few pages are intended to provide general information 
about these common mental health issues or illnesses and are not 
intended to provide you with a checklist so that you can make 
any diagnosis about what (if any) issues that you or someone 
for whom you care about or are responsible for at work, may be 
experiencing. If you require any assistance of this kind, speak with 
a suitably qualified health professional.

Anxiety 
We can all get anxious from time to time usually in relation to 
stressful events or situations we are worried about. However, 
anxiety disorders differ from stress and ‘feeling anxious’ in that 
people with anxiety continue to feel excessively worried, fearful 
or distressed long after the stressful event or situation has passed 
and this can interfere with their normal lives. Types of anxiety 
disorders include generalised anxiety disorder, panic disorder, 
obsessive–compulsive disorder and phobias. 

How common is anxiety? 

Anxiety disorders are the most common mental health issue. 
Around one in four people will have problems with anxiety at 
some time in their life.

What are common symptoms of anxiety? 

common symptoms of anxiety disorders include: 

 o feeling anxious

 o sleeping difficulties (insomnia)

 o feeling tired

 o being irritable or quick to get angry

 o being unable to concentrate
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 o a fear that you’re ‘going mad’

 o  feeling out of control of your actions, or detached from 
your surroundings.

depression
depression is another common mental health issue. It is 
characterised by persistent low mood with physical and 
psychological symptoms. It is more than feeling upset or sad 
as we all do sometimes. depression is often not recognised as 
such by the affected person and as a consequence can be left 
untreated. There are several types of depression including: major 
depressive episode (clinical depression), dysthymia, post natal 
depression, seasonal affective disorder and psychotic depression. 
depression severity ranges from symptoms that are detectable 
and impact upon our daily activities but allow us to function  
(just not as we normally would), right through to severe 
psychological distress, significant impact on daily functioning  
and suicidal thoughts. 

How common is depression?

depression is common. About one in five Australians will 
experience depression at some stage in their adult lifetime at a 
level that interferes with their life. 

What are common symptoms of depression? 

symptoms of depression can include:

 o  continuous low mood

 o loss of interest or pleasure in nearly all activities

 o reduced ability to concentrate

 o decreased energy 

 o increased tiredness and fatigue

 o sense of hopelessness, worthlessness or guilt

 o intrusive negative thoughts

 o changes in appetite and sleep patterns
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 o reduced confidence and self–esteem

 o reduction in libido

 o may include thoughts of suicide.

drug and Alcohol Problems
There is a complex relationship between drug and alcohol use 
and our mental health. In a work context, if someone’s drug or 
alcohol use is impacting their performance then there’s a problem 
you as a manager need to address. If people are using drugs and 
alcohol in their private life and it doesn’t impact on their work, 
as a manager there’s not much you can do – regardless of your 
views about substance use. use of mood changing substances 
is a common behaviour in Australia and in most cases legal. 
However, if someone’s substance use escalates to the point where 
they can’t live a normal life and do the things they want to do 
(including perform normally at work) they need help. 

How common are drug and alcohol problems?

About one in 20 Australians will experience substance abuse 
disorders in any 12–month period, with men more than twice as 
likely as women to have substance abuse disorders. 

What are signs of potential drug and alcohol problems?

some signs of drug and alcohol you may notice are listed below. 
Please note, these types of issues could also be related to illness, 
fatigue or stress and have nothing to do with drug or  
alcohol problems:

 o drops in work performance

 o taking increased time off work 

 o fluctuations in concentration and energy

 o sudden mood changes 

 o aggressive or inappropriate behaviour 

 o  withdrawal symptoms or actual drug and alcohol use while 
at work. 

For more information about these and other mental health 
issues visit:

 o www.bupa.com.au/health

 o www.beyondblue.com.au

 o www.sane.org

 o www.blackdoginstitute.org.au
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