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Mental disorders in the workplace 

 Estimates of the 1-month prevalence of mental disorders 

in employees range from 10.5% to 18.5%. 

 

 Most are high prevalence disorders such as anxiety and 

depression. 

 

Lim et al. 2000. Kessler et al, 1997. 

 

 



Mental disorders in the workplace 

 Work Outcomes  Research Cost-benefit (WORC) 

Project involving 60 000 Australian employees. 

 

 In any given month, 4.5% of full-time employees had 

high levels of psychological distress. 
 

 Hilton et al. 2008a 



Mental disorders in the workplace 

 Of these: 

 22% in treatment 

 78% not in active treatment: 

 31% did not recognise that they have a mental health 

problem 

 29% with a condition but had never sought treatment 

 19% previously in treatment and should re-enter 

treatment due to current symptoms 
 

 Hilton et al. 2008a.   

 

 



Effects on work performance 

 However, many workers with high psychological distress 

work longer hours to complete tasks. 

 May affect balance between work and other areas of life 

and potentially worsen mental health. 

 Increased risk of  workplace accidents and workplace 

failure. 

 Decreased risk of workplace success. 
 

 Hilton et al. 2009. Hilton and Whiteford 2010a. 



Effects of treatment 

 Treatment of mental disorders that results in 

improvement of symptoms restored productivity 

(absenteeism and presenteeism) to levels similar to those 

of employees with no history of mental disorder. 

 However, clinical treatment alone may not be sufficient 

to reduce the impact of mental disorders in workplace 

settings – need work-directed interventions also. 
 

 Hilton et al. 2009: Sanderson and Andrews 2006; Nieuwenhuijsen et al 2014. 

 



Mental health in the workplace 

Phase Interventions Examples 

Development of 

mental health 

problems 

Address the risk 

factors (1° /indicated 

intervention) 

Job redesign, workload 

Reduction, skills 

development 

Transition from 

reduced working 

capacity to full or 

partial absence 

Minimise the impact 

on employees (2° 

/indicated or selective 

intervention) 

counselling, stress 

management, health 

education 

Absence (sick leave) Medical treatments 

Full or partial return 

to work  

 

Rehabilitation and 

return to work (RTW) 

programs (3° 

intervention) 

 

RTW programs 



Return to work after mental illness 

 Relatively little research evidence on what works 

(and most is from Europe): 

 provision of alternative jobs 

 management support and concern 

 collaborative care 

 social support from family and friends 

 work-focused treatment 

 
 

 

 

 

 



Helping employees return to work 

following depression, anxiety or a 

related mental health problem: 

Guidelines for organisations 



Guidelines on helping employees 

return to work 

 Delphi consultation process 

 recruitment of expert panel 

 survey development 

 data collection 

 guideline development 

 



Guidelines on helping employees 

return to work 

 Expert panel 

 66 health professionals 

 30 employers 

 80 consumers 

 



Guidelines on helping employees 

return to work 

 Survey development 

 Data collection 

 participants rate strategies they consider most 

important (three rounds) 

 Guideline development 

 





Guidelines - Sections 
 Policy 

 The organisational environment 

 Role of supervisors and/or RTW coordinators in: 
 managing absence 
 managing return to work 

 Awareness – what staff need to know 

 Employee responsibilities 

 What colleagues can do 

 What trade union representatives can do 

 What friends and family can do 

 



Some differences between panels 
 Health professionals (vs consumers) more likely to rate: 

 remaining in work 
 maintaining contact with employers during absence  

 Employers less likely to rate: 
 working with trade union representatives 
 remaining in work 
 communication about keeping the position open  
 phased RTW 

 Employers more likely to rate: 
 monitoring working performance and health 
 offering on-the-job support and mentoring schemes 
 maintaining contact with employees on sick leave 
 explaining absence and RTW procedures 
 discussing treatment issues 



Implementing best-practice 

guidelines for return to work after 

an episode of anxiety or 

depression 



Consultation on barriers to RTW 

Face-to-face or telephone interviews with: 

 11 employers/employer representatives 

 14 health professionals (including 5 occupational physicians) 

 13 others (including 6 workplace mental health promotion 

providers) 

 



Main barriers/areas of difficulty - employers 

 Lack of capacity in organisations 

 lack of confidence in dealing with the issues (managing RTW, 

reasonable adjustments) 

 Lack of awareness of mental health issues, discomfort, stigma 

(HR and supervisors) 

 Lack of a supportive culture/interpersonal environment/lack of 

trust 

 Fear of liability 

 Blurring of mental health and other (interpersonal/ 

underperformance/personality) issues 



Main barriers/areas of difficulty (cont.) 

 Difficulties communicating with worker 

 Contact when they are absent/who/when etc. 

 Having the first conversation/first RTW meeting 

 Managing the risk of relapse 

 Liaison with GPs/ GPs often not ‘work-focused’ 

 Resentment around claims 

 Liaison with rehabilitation providers/selecting providers 

 What to tell/managing colleagues 

 Getting employees that need it into treatment 



Main barriers/ areas of difficulty – 

employees and colleagues 

 Colleagues don’t know what to say/how to approach the 

returning person 

 Employees anxieties – being a burden, nor knowing how 

much they can cope with 

 



Have a policy 

Make sure everyone knows about it 

Make sure that key people implement and 

promote it – senior leadership 

Give people the skills and knowledge to put 

it into practice  



Foster an environment that supports mental 

health 

 Commitment from senior management 

 Provide training in awareness and stigma 

reduction 

 Provide extra training for supervisors of people 

returning to work  

 Don’t assume that someone with a mental health 

problem needs to take time off 

 Encourage people to get treatment 



Actively manage absence 

 Maintain contact  

 Make sure the employee understands their 

responsibilities about keeping in contact 

 Avoid getting caught up in the issue of whether an 

illness is 'real' or not.  

 Don't take things personally, no matter how hard 

the situation gets 



Actively manage return to work 

 Appoint a coordinator – someone who is acceptable to 

the employee 

 Consider the approach to managing return to work that 

would be taken if it was a physical illness 

 Agree with the employee exactly who else, if anyone, 

might need to know about their mental health problem, 

and what information they need to be provided with.   

 With written consent from the employee, contact the 

employee's healthcare provider 



Actively manage return to work 

 Identify perceived barriers and prioritise solutions 

 Take a collaborative approach and involve the employee 

"This is what I am suggesting. Are you ok with that?" or 

"What's going to work best for you?"  

 Develop a clear, written return-to-work plan which 

incorporates reasonable adjustments and ensure the 

employee is actively involved in its development.  

 Managing return to work after mental illness can take its 

toll. Make sure you are able to access support when you 

need it 



Reasonable adjustments 

 Consult employees – ask “What does that mean for you?” 

 Negotiate if there are different points of view 

 Be flexible and treat each case individually, but on a fair 

and consistent basis 

 Avoid making stereotypical assumptions about the 

capabilities of employees with a mental health problem 

 Make sure that any side effects of treatment the 

employee experiences are considered against their job 

requirements.  



Actively manage return to work 

 Do an assessment of both the job and the employee's 

mental health 

 Talk about a relapse early on -come to an agreement 

about what might happen and who needs to know 

 If there are signs of a relapse, the supervisor should 

review options for making further adjustments and 

talk realistically with the employee about the best 

way to move forward 



Develop a return-to-work plan 

 A clear written return-to-work plan 

 Discuss it with the employee.  

 The plan should be agreed to by everyone affected by it 

 Make it flexible and adjustable and allow it to last for a 

sufficient time period to allow the employee to recover.  

 Monitor the plan to ensure that tasks and hours remain 

appropriate and sufficient supports and resources are 

available 



Employee responsibilities 

 Talk to your supervisor and raise concerns 

 Learn the symptoms and triggers of your mental health 

problem 

 Identify perceived barriers and prioritise solutions for a safe 

and early return to work.  

 Discuss with your healthcare professional about how to 

approach their return to work and manage their mental 

health problem in the workplace.  

 Ask for support when you need it 

 Have a plan for relapse  



Encourage support from others 

 Welcome the person back 

 Don’t avoid talking for fear of saying the wrong thing. 

 Be respectful of a fellow employee's confidential mental 

health history and don’t pry for details about it 

 Family and friends  should be know that positive emotional 

and practical support can assist with recovery and return to 

work 

 Negative interactions outside the workplace can affect the 

employee's ability to return to or remain at work  

 



Preventing depression and anxiety in 

the workplace - a systems approach 
 



Workplace-based prevention of mental 

health problems 

 Most research evidence in the area focuses on: 

 job strain 

 effort-reward imbalance 

 high psychological demands  

 stressful experiences  

 job insecurity 

 social support from supervisor and co-workers 
 

 

 

 



Workplace-based prevention of mental 

health problems 

 Strategy for the prevention of mental health problems includes: 

 Creating a positive work environment 

 Balancing  job demands with job control 

 Rewarding employees efforts 

 Creating a fair and just workplace 

 Developing a mental health and wellbeing policy 

 Developing leadership and management skills 

 Managing staff during times of organisational change 

 Managing underperformance 

 Mental health education 

 Employee responsibilities 

 

 

 



Guidelines development process 

Key differences between panels: 

 Lower ratings from employees: 
 holding managers accountable for maintaining a mentally healthy workplace 

 encouraging employees to look after their own health 

 building a strong team spirit by organising group activities and competitions 

 Higher ratings from employees: 
 involving employees in setting workloads, priorities and deadlines 

 having ‘stress-related leave’ in policy 

 items about the role of the mental health strategy implementation committee 



 



 



Thank you 

 
http://returntowork.workplace-

mentalhealth.net.au/ 
http://www.superfriend.com.au/supporters/researc

h/promoting-positive-mental-health-in-the-
workplace-guidelines-for-organisations 

nreavley@unimelb.edu.au 
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