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PREFACE

In recent years, mental health issues are increasingly being considered as a 
major psychosocial risk at the workplace. Various studies have shown that 
if not managed properly, mental health issues at work can pose serious 
risks to performance and productivity. Employers and employees may be 
unwilling to talk about stress, anxiety and depression openly, in light of 
negative associations with weakness and failure. 

This publication is aimed at individuals in managerial positions as 
guidance on mental health at the workplace. It contains information and 
practical advice on how to address mental wellbeing at work, supporting 
employees returning to work following long-term absence due to mental 
health conditions, with the objective of helping you retain experienced and 
valuable employees. 
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What is mental health? 
Mental health is defined as a state of 
wellbeing in which every individual 
realizes one’s own potential, can 
cope with the normal stresses of life, 
can work productively and fruitfully, 
and is able to make a contribution 
to one’s community (World Health 
Organisation, 2014).

Similar to physical health, mental 
health can vary from good to 
poor. Mental health problems can 
therefore affect us irrespective of 
age, personality or background. They 
can appear as a result of experiences 
in both our personal and working 
lives – or they can just happen. 
Employees may be affected directly 
or indirectly, if their partners or other 
family members have mental health 
problems. This, in turn, may impact 
on the employee’s own health. 

Why do you need to be aware  
of mental health issues? 
When mental health issues are not 
addressed properly, there can be 
considerable repercussions for both 
the employee and the organisation. 
Fortunately, through such measures 
as prevention, early treatment and 
support, many of these issues can 
be significantly reduced or possibly 
eliminated. In view of the World 
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Health Organisation’s predictions 
that depression will be the second 
leading cause of disability by 2020, 
it is expected that mental health at 
the workplace will become a key 
management issue in the years 
to come. In this situation, the role 
of the manager is critical. With 
early detection and appropriate 
treatment, the vast majority 
of people with mental health 
difficulties are able to continue 
working or return to work.

Similar to physical health, mental 
health can vary from good to 

poor. Mental health problems can 
therefore affect us irrespective of 

age, personality or background
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1. Why is mental health at the 
workplace so important? 
Individuals spend a large part of 
their lives at work and therefore, 
it is clear that a mentally healthy 
workplace and a supportive work 
environment will benefit both 
employees and employers, in terms 
of efficiency, effectiveness and job 
satisfaction to name a few. 

2. How can you tell if an employee 
has a mental health problem?
Management’s role is not about 
diagnosing an employee with a 
mental health problem, but to be 
aware of possible symptoms and 
behaviours that can indicate a 
possible mental health difficulty. 
Mental health problems such as 
depression or anxiety disorders 
are common. Sudden changes in 
behaviour could indicate that the 
person is experiencing a mental 
health problem or a pre-existing 
mental health condition has 
resurfaced and requires treatment 
and support. With early and 
appropriate treatment and support, 
the majority of people with mental 
health difficulties recover and can 
continue to work productively 
throughout the recovery period. 
In this regard, before resorting 
to disciplinary action against an 

MENTAL HEALTH  
AT THE WORKPLACE

employee for poor performance 
at work, it is important to consider 
the possibility that they may have a 
mental health problem. 

In some cases, mental health 
difficulties may appear suddenly and 
without prior warning. However, most 
of the time, these difficulties appear 
gradually with subtle warning signs. 
You may have experienced similar 
situations: 
•	 An employee starts arriving late 

at work, appears disorganised and 
lethargic and becomes withdrawn 
and less productive.

•	 An employee suddenly spends far 
more time at the office than before, 
working at breakneck speed  
for an extended period of time.  
S/he seems strangely overconfident 
about his/her abilities and far less 
cooperative than s/he used to be. 

•	 An employee starts availing oneself 
of sick leave much more often 
after years of a regular attendance 
record. S/he has become quite 
withdrawn and uncommunicative 
and is finding it difficult to follow 
simple instructions.

•	 An employee with young children 
and a spouse who is very ill is 
frequently absent and has difficulty 
meeting performance targets. At 
the office, s/he is often on the 
verge of tears and seems incapable 
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of focusing on his/her work. 
•	 Two employees have told you that 

they have smelled alcohol on the 
breath of one of their co-workers. 
This person has always behaved 
responsibly, and there has never 
been an indication of a drinking 
problem in the past. You know that 
s/he is in the process of separating 
from his/her partner of many 
years. 

Performance warning signs
Most people will periodically 
experience aspects of stress at 
work, and no employer can totally 
prevent this. However, when 
employees become so stressed 
that their health and functioning 
are affected, there will usually be 
characteristic signs and symptoms. 
Furthermore, unmanaged stress for 
long periods of time may lead to 
burnout and other mental health 
issues. The earlier a problem is 
addressed, the better. Whether the 
issue is stress-related or a mental 
health problem, early action can 
help prevent the problem from 
escalating. 

Certain warning signs may be 
the result of personal issues, as well 
as other work related issues such 
as harassment, bullying and/or 
discrimination. It could also be that 
the organisation and design of work 
is contributing to or causing distress 
in other ways such as excessive 
workloads, tight deadlines and 

unclear roles. These factors may lead 
to changes in work performance. It is 
therefore of utmost importance that 
these situations are addressed, so 
that the workplace can support the 
wellbeing of its employees. 

If as a manager, you notice the 
following signs over a period of time, 
it may indicate that something is 
wrong. Good practice requires that 
management take appropriate action 
when faced with these warning signs. 

Signs of stress in an individual
•	 An increase in unexplained 

absences or sick leave
•	 Poor performance
•	 Poor time-keeping
•	 Increased consumption of alcohol, 

tobacco or caffeine
•	 Frequent headaches or backaches
•	 Withdrawal from social contact
•	 Poor judgement or indecisiveness
•	 Constant tiredness 
•	 Unusual displays of emotion, such 

as frequent irritability, anxiety or 
tearfulness.

Signs of organisational stress
•	 Problems with recruitment
•	 Disputes and hostility
•	 Increased staff turnover
•	 Increased grievances and 

complaints
•	 Consistent late arrivals or frequent 

absences 
•	 Decreased productivity
•	 Increased accidents or safety 

problems
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•	 Difficulty concentrating, making 
decisions, or remembering things

•	 Less interest or involvement in 
work 

•	 Anger manifestation 

These can all be signs that stress 
has built up to such an extent that 
an individual may be in danger of 
developing more severe anxiety 
or depression. Effective help in 
the early stages can help prevent 
long-term problems both for 
individuals and for the organisation. 
Such issues need to be sensitively 
handled as otherwise, inappropriate 
intervention may aggravate the 
problem. The emphasis should be 
on providing reassurance and giving 
the individual the opportunity to 
talk about how they are feeling 
and encouraging them to seek 
professional help. 

Why would an employee  
not tell you about their  
mental health problem? 
You might wonder why an employee 
would not tell you that s/he is 
experiencing a mental health 
problem. There are many reasons 
why a person might not disclose: 
•	 Given the stigma related to mental 

illness, people are often unwilling 
to disclose a mental health 
problem because of how their 
managers or colleagues might 
react.

•	 They may believe that revealing 

a mental illness will leave them 
open to discrimination, or might 
limit their opportunities for career 
advancement. 

•	 They may not be sure who they 
should talk to or what exactly to 
say.

•	 In some instances, people may not 
recognise that they have a mental 
health problem or they may be in a 
state of denial. 

People are more likely to disclose 
that they have a mental health 
problem if they feel that the culture 
of the organisation is supportive 
towards issues of mental health and 
that any harassment arising from 
their disclosure will not be tolerated 
by the organisation. Furthermore, 
if employees are confident that 
their disclosure will remain private 
and confidential and that the 
organisation is prepared to support 
them and their needs, they are more 
likely to disclose mental health 
issues. 

The importance of taking action
When you suspect that one of your 
employees may be experiencing a 
mental health problem, you should 
attempt to provide assistance 
and support before taking any 
disciplinary measures. You may have 
found yourself in similar situations 
in the past and might have ignored 
what was happening for as long 
as possible. You might not have 
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taken any action, even though you 
suspected that the employee might 
have had a mental health problem, 
because:
•	 You didn’t know what to do
•	 You feared the consequences of 

getting involved
•	 You hoped the problem would go 

away on its own
•	 Your experience of a similar 

situation in your own life prevented 
you from taking action

3. What could happen  
if you fail to act? 
Consequences of failing to act could 
include: 
•	 Increased absenteeism
•	 An employee not getting the 

required help or support, leading 
to a deterioration in their condition

•	 A strained relationship between 
you and the employee

•	 Colleagues feeling responsible for 
covering for the individual and 
taking on some of his or her tasks

•	 Colleagues feeling angry or 
resentful, and possibly avoiding 
contact with the employee who 
has the problem

•	 Deterioration of the team spirit, 
affecting everyone’s ability to 
function

•	 Safety risks for the individual and 
other employees

4. What can you do? 
Try to enable the employee to 
continue to contribute to the 

organisation for as long as possible. 
Regular review of progress is essential. 

•	 Focus on achievements and 
successes, not on the difficulty

•	 Encourage the person to assess his 
or her own performance. If there 
have been any changes, discuss 
them together to establish why the 
performance has changed.

•	 Agree with the individual what they 
want colleagues to be told.

When an employee is in distress: 
•	 Be accepting, calm and reassuring, 

and ask the person how you can 
help.

•	 Try to find or make private space.
•	 Ask the person what they would 

like – someone to talk to or to be left 
on their own, or to contact someone 
from home or a close work colleague.

•	 Explore if work is a factor 
contributing to their distress and 
ensure the person knows what kind 
of support the organisation can offer.

•	 When the person is calm, he or she 
may wish to carry on working, or it 
may be appropriate to suggest they 
take some time out or go home early.

•	 Ask if there is anything you can do 
to help.

•	 Reassure them about 
confidentiality1*.

1 In cases of self-harm, harm to others  
and abuse of minors, confidentiality  
does not apply.
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How to approach an employee  
who is in distress
If you have an employee whose 
performance at work suggests there 
may be a problem, it is important 
that you speak to the employee and 
offer assistance. 

Some practical tips in 
preparation to talk to the employee: 
•	 Before you meet with the 

person, be prepared with what 
the organisation can offer an 
employee who is in distress. For 
example, you can encourage the 
employee to access the Employee 
Support Programme or other 
community services. 

•	 Use your skills as a manager to 
help make the person feel safe and 
comfortable during the meeting. 
If the employee is dealing with a 
mental health problem, you need 
to minimise their stress, and not 
increase it. 

•	 Think about the person’s strong 
points and specific contributions 
they have made. It is important to 
talk about the ways in which the 
employee is valued before raising 
issues of concern. 

•	 When addressing performance 
issues, be honest, professional and 
caring in your approach. 

Remember, your job as a manager 
is not to probe into an employee’s 
personal life, to diagnose an illness 
or to act as their counsellor. 

What is best to avoid doing? 
•	 Probing or trying to diagnose an 

illness
•	 Taking responsibility for solving 

the employee’s problem
•	 Covering up for the employee; this 

can lead to unnecessary delays in 
the employee receiving treatment

•	 Making any disciplinary threats 

What can you say? 
The following is an example of what 
to say when meeting the employee: 

“I have recently noticed that you 
have missed a deadline, and I have 
also noticed that lately your work 
is not up to your usual standards. 
Is there something that is troubling 
you that you would like to talk 
about?”

“As you might be aware, the 
Employee Support Programme is a 
service you are entitled to use. It is a 
confidential service which provides 
support to public employees 
experiencing personal or work-
related difficulties (give contact 
details of ESP Unit).” 

Possible barriers 
Sometimes management can feel 
ill at ease to refer an employee 
for assistance. If an employee 
resists any offer of assistance, 
it is important for the manager 
to be specific about the factors 
hindering performance resulting 
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from the employee’s behaviour. 
Furthermore, the manager needs 
to substantiate with any facts 
related to the behaviour. It is very 
important for the manager to stick 
to the facts and not on perceptions 
or suspicions, especially if the 
employee denies having a problem. 
 
Formal referral
Formal referrals may be initiated by 
managers/Heads of Department 
in situations where the employee 
shows continued deterioration or 
unacceptable job performance. Prior 
to initiating the referral, managers 
are encouraged to contact the ESP 
Unit for the necessary assistance 
and guidance. Management is highly 
encouraged to discuss performance 

issues with the employee concerned 
and their intent to refer the employee 
to the ESP Unit prior to the formal 
referral. 

The formal referral shall not be 
used as an alternative to discipline 
employees or as a disciplinary 
measure. The formal referral shall be 
made in writing through the Formal 
Referral Form and is also to be 
signed by the respective employee as 
confirmation of the latter’s volition to 
participate in the Programme. 

The ESP Unit will acknowledge 
receipt of the Formal Referral Form 
and contact the employee for the 
initial assessment at the Unit. The 
manager referring the employee will 
only be informed of the employee’s 
attendance. The support sessions 
are confidential and in this respect, 
information will not be disclosed 
unless the employee concerned gives 
written consent to permit disclosure 
of such information to management. 

Providing work-related adjustments
The adjustments that employees need 
vary from individual to individual. 
Openness and flexibility are essential 
in assessing which activities a person 
can undertake, and how their job can 
be adjusted to make it possible for 
them to work productively. In order 
to determine these adjustments, it is 
important to work with the individual 
and other professionals to develop 
reasonable solutions and options. 

It is very important for the 
manager to stick to the facts and 
not on perceptions or suspicions, 
especially if the employee denies 
having a problem
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Types of adjustments: 
1. Flexible work schedules: Allow 

the individual to take longer or 
more frequent breaks, start later 
in the day, or do some work from 
home.

2. Restructuring of tasks: 
Reorganise work so that the 
employee does not have to 
undertake non-essential tasks 
that create additional pressure 
or which may be unsafe owing 
to the possible side effects of 
medication. 

3. Handling time pressures and 
multiple tasks: If an employee is 
having difficulty knowing which 
tasks should be done first, or 
completing tasks by established 
deadlines, break larger projects 
down into manageable tasks. 
Meet regularly to help the 
employee prioritise tasks or 
to estimate time required to 
complete a project. 

Assisting return to work
Effective planning to facilitate return 
to work should involve the individual 
and his or her line manager, the 
Employee Support Programme and, 
where appropriate, their general 
practitioner or specialist. It is 
advisable that employees returning 
to work following long-term 
sickness absence due to mental 
health issues are provided with 
return-to-work assistance which can 
be facilitated through the ESP Unit. 
Other actions that can be taken to 
support an employee returning to 
work include: 
•	 Discussion whether any 

adjustments to the person’s job or 
working conditions are required

•	 Agreement on how progress will 
be monitored

•	 Ensuring the person does not 
return to a massive build-up of 
work, such as a huge number of 
emails.

•	 Realistic view about workloads
•	 Giving positive and constructive 

feedback
•	 Making the person feel welcome
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COMMON MENTAL HEALTH 
PROBLEMS
The term mental health problems covers a variety of conditions. The following 
information is aimed at helping you understand more about some of the most 
common mental health problems such as stress, anxiety, depression, bi-polar 
disorder and schizophrenia. However, it should be borne that two people with 
the same condition may have different symptoms and behaviours.

STRESS
Stress is not a diagnosis but is the 
adverse reaction people have to 
excessive pressure or other types 
of demands placed on them. If the 
pressure is excessive and goes on 
for too long, it can lead to other 
problems such as burnout, depression 
and anxiety. Furthermore, individuals 
experiencing excessive levels of stress 
may resort to other behaviours, such 
as smoking and unhealthy eating, 
which may increase the risk factors 
for coronary heart disease. Stress 
can be caused by factors at work or 
at home, with the latter being the 
more frequent cause. How people 
cope with pressure will be affected 
by a variety of factors including the 
amount of support from friends, 
family and work, as well as one’s 
personal coping mechanisms.

Anyone can experience stress at 
work, depending on the demands 
of their job, the conditions in which 
they work and their individual 
susceptibility, which can be increased 
by problems outside work.

Early recognition of signs of 
stress is crucial to prevent 
it from becoming more 
serious. Most people make a 
full recovery, often without 
needing to take time off 
work. Individuals should be 
encouraged to seek help from 
their general practitioner, 
or from other professionals. 
It can be difficult to know 
when ‘stress’ turns into a 
mental health problem, or 
when existing mental health 
problems are made worse by 
stress at work.

Common symptoms  of stress include:
•	 increased anxiety and irritability
•	 impaired sleep and 

concentration
•	 verbal or physical aggression•	 reduced attention span and impaired memory.
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ANXIETY
Anxiety is a normal response to stress 
or uncertainty. However, problems arise 
if it becomes exaggerated and stops the 
individual from coping with everyday life, 
including work. There are different types 
of anxiety. Generalised anxiety is anxiety 
that affects a person all the time. Phobias 
lead to extreme fear of a particular 
object or place. In obsessive-compulsive 
disorder, certain words or ideas keep 
coming to mind, causing anxious feelings. 
For people with panic attacks, anxious 
feelings may surface out of nowhere. 

BI-POLAR DISORDER
This is a disorder that affects a person’s 
moods. These mood swings can be 
extreme and unpredictable. Most often, 
a high period alternates with a low 
period, with a stable period in between. 
It is difficult to generalise about how the 
illness will affect someone. About 1 in 
100 of the general population is likely to 
develop bi-polar disorder.

Recovery can be greatly helped by support received from people at 
home and from managers and colleagues at work. Treatment aims to 
help the person reduce the symptoms of anxiety to an acceptable level 
so that these do not interfere with day-to-day living. People can help 
themselves by learning to relax, engage in physical activity, and learn 
more about their symptoms.

Bi-polar disorder can be managed 
successfully with support, medication 
and other forms of treatment, and many 
people make a full recovery.

Common symptoms  of anxiety include:
•	 agitation
•	 sleep disturbance
•	 difficulty in concentrating•	 loss of appetite or 

excessive appetite
•	 physical symptoms such as headaches, stomach disorders or palpitations•	 panic attacks.

Common symptoms  of bi-polar disorder include:•	 elated mood with no obvious cause
•	 impulsivity 
•	 periods of depression•	 lack of energy, or boundless energy and restlessness•	 rapid speech and disordered thoughts
•	 little or no sleep, or waking early
•	 reckless decision-making, or lack of inhibitions
•	 in extreme cases, delusions or hallucinations.
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DEPRESSION
Depression is one of the most 
common forms of mental health 
distress. We all go through 
difficult phases in our lives. 
Depression is used to describe 
a range of moods, from low 
spirits to a severe problem that 
interferes with everyday life. 
Whilst feeling sad for a couple 
of days is a common experience, 
feeling sad for an extended 
period of time without any 
apparent reason is a matter of 

concern. In cases of loss and/or 
bereavement, sadness and grief 
are to be expected. However, a 
prolonged period of time which 
includes feelings of desperation 
and helplessness following 
bereavement is also a reason for 
concern. 

Recognising that someone is 
experiencing depression and 
supporting them to seek help and 
treatment will reduce needless 
distress and speed their return to 
normal performance at work.

•	 a tearful state without an apparent explanation•	 not enjoying the activities previously enjoyed 
•	 feelings of hopelessness and helplessness 
•	 low, depressive mood with negative thoughts about self and others
•	 lack of interest in life and motivation to do things

•	 difficulty in concentrating•	 social withdrawal 
•	 lack of appetite, or comfort eating
•	 sleep disturbance
•	 increased use of alcohol, tobacco or other drugs•	 feelings of guilt
•	 self-neglect
•	 anxiety
•	 suicidal thoughts or 

thoughts of self-harm

Common symptoms of depression include:
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SCHIZOPHRENIA
Schizophrenia is a term used by mental 
health professionals to describe a 
condition where thoughts, feelings, 
beliefs and experiences are severely 
disrupted. People with schizophrenia 
can lead full and fulfilling lives 
that include having relationships, 
children, work and study if they have 
appropriate support structures. 

Despite the popular misconception 
that people with schizophrenia 
have no chance of recovery 
or improvement, with proper 
intervention and continuous 
support, individuals experiencing 
schizophrenia can manage their  
illness and lead a good quality of 
life. 

Common symptoms  of schizophrenia include:•	 strongly held beliefs which are out of keeping with the person’s background and usual way of thinking•	 hearing voices
•	 paranoia
•	 seeing, tasting, smelling  or feeling things that  are not there
•	 believing that people, events or objects control thoughts and actions in a way that cannot be logically explained•	 confused or muddled thinking or speech



For more information, 
you can contact the ESP Unit on 

2200 1210 
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