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We will cover: 

• Defining mental health and wellbeing 
@ work. 

• Understand the early warning signs of 
psychological difficulties.  

• How to plan and execute conversations 
about mental health. 

• Occupational hazards in Schools. 

• Creating a healthy working 
environment. 
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Mental Illness 
 

What is your reaction? 

Public perceptions? 
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What is wellbeing@ work? 
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Mental Health 

• ‘Mental health’ – it’s a continuum. 

• ‘Mental illness’ – can affect what we feel, think 
and do.  

• Stigma & myths are still common. 
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Mental health facts 
• Almost half of Australians will experience mental 

health issues. 

• 1 in 5 workers.  

• Untreated: 3-4 more sick days a month (depression 
alone). 

• Majority don’t get support. 
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Australian Mental Health data. 



© Human Psychology 2019 All Rights Reserved 

Warning Signs 

What signs might observe if someone is 
struggling with mental health issues? 

 

• Behaviour 

• Coping strategies 

• Emotion 
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Warning Signs 
• Big/sudden changes in performance/behaviour. 

• Absent, late, errors, fatigue. 

• Under/over-eating, weight gain/loss. 

• Poor attention, memory, concentration. 

• Sad, teary, not caring.  

• Negative, pessimistic, down on self. 

• Nervous, worry, rapid speech. 

• Isolated, withdrawn, clingy. 

• Tense, irritable, angry outbursts, threats. 

• Odd behaviour, speech, writing, thinking. 

• Body odour, dishevelled, smells of alcohol. 
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Despite one in five Australians experiencing mental 
health problems each year, nearly half of all senior 

managers believe none of their workers will 
experience a mental health problem at work.  
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Legal obligations 

As an employer / manager, you have legal obligations in 
relation to the management of mental health in the 
workplace;  

• Ensuring health and safety: WHS legislation  

• Avoiding discrimination: disability discrimination 
legislation  

• Ensuring privacy: privacy legislation 

• Avoiding adverse actions 

• Difficult conversations, if implemented well, do not 
breach legislation. In fact, are required for reasonable 
action. 
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A manager’s role 
• Understanding the impact of mental health 

conditions on people. 

• Identifying and eliminating health and safety 
risks, including those to mental health. 

• Supporting employees with mental health 
conditions. 

• Communicating effectively to employees 
about mental health. 

• Making reasonable adjustments to support 
employees with a mental health to do their 
job. 
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Difficult Conversations 

•Why are conversations about mental 
health so difficult? 

•Discuss in your groups for 5 minutes. 
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Reasons we avoid difficult conversations 

• We do not want to feel bad. 

• We do not want the other person to feel bad. 

• We may hear things in the conversation about 
ourselves that we do not want to hear.  

• We and/or the other person may get emotional. 

• We are not sure where the conversation will end.  

• We fear the consequences or retribution. 

 

• We convince ourselves that 
talking about the problem will 
make the problem worse rather 
than resolving it. 
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Disclosure & Confidentiality 

• What do I do if a worker is displaying 
symptoms of mental health issues but they 
have not told me about any issues? 
• There is no legal obligation for a worker to 

disclose information about their condition 

• Many people choose not to disclose due to: 
• Performance normal 

• Attitudes of others 

• Discrimination 

• Lack of insight and denial 
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Your role as a Manager 

• Determine whether workplace adjustments 
can reasonably be made, based on how the 
worker is performing in the job (possibly 
without needing them to formally disclose 
their mental illness). 

• Consider WHS requirements and privacy 
principles. 

Your main role in this situation is to: 

• Invite and promote discussion around job 
role, productivity, supervision and 
assistance. 



© Human Psychology 2019 All Rights Reserved 

These conversations can feel hard. 
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Leadership IS the conversation. 
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The Mental Health Conversation:  
What do I say? 

1. Plan a meeting 

2. What words do I use? 

3. Observe confidentiality 

4. Initiate the meeting 

5. Prepare for possible responses 

6. Create an outcome 
 



© Human Psychology 2019 All Rights Reserved 

 Plan a meeting 

• Think about what you would like to talk about. 
What is the purpose of the meeting?  

• Meeting with a worker who seems to be 
experiencing difficulties generally happens so 
you can: 
• talk about any work-related concerns. 

• identify what may be the cause of the problems. 

• identify what reasonable adjustments the worker 
may need to enable them to be a productive 
worker again.  

• develop a plan of action with the worker. 
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What is reasonable? 

• It is important to remember that it is reasonable 
to ask questions for the purposes of identifying 
reasonable adjustments in the workplace.  

• It is not reasonable, and it may be unlawful, to 
ask questions of a worker about their illness that 
are: 
• personal, that may cause humiliation and/or are in 

no way related to the real task of determining what 
reasonable adjustments could be provided 

• used as the basis for discriminatory decisions such 
as unjustified dismissal.  
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Planning a meeting 
You should also consider: 

 
• the best place to meet: find an informal, non-

threatening place, such as a work room that is quiet 
and private  

• the best person to meet: this may or may not be you, 
depending on your role and relationship with the 
worker 

• the best time: choose a time that best suits you and 
the worker 

• the best strategy: reassure the worker and highlight 
their skills, abilities and value to the organisation. 
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Observe Confidentiality 

• Discuss policies and practices are regarding privacy 
and confidentiality to reassure them that any 
information presented will be kept private.  

• Make clear that information can only be disclosed is if 
there is a serious or imminent threat to the health 
and safety of the worker concerned and/or 
colleagues. 

• Outlining privacy and confidentiality not only critical 
for developing and maintaining trust, it is essential 
when negotiating reasonable adjustments in the 
workplace. 

 



© Human Psychology 2019 All Rights Reserved 

What can I disclose to others? 

• It is important not to breach a worker’s privacy by 
telling colleagues about their mental illness unless 
the worker has agreed that you can do so.  

• Discussion between yourself and the worker with 
mental illness is essential in determining the 
parameters for disclosing a worker’s mental health 
status to their colleagues.  

• If the worker does not agree to disclose their mental 
illness, discuss what adjustments will be possible 
without such disclosure 
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Initiate the Meeting 

• It is your role as manager to initiate the 
conversation.  

• Explain why you are meeting with them.  

• What words do I use? 

• The main focus should be work-related issues 
that you have noticed in the workplace.  

• Asking open ended questions can help start 
the conversation ~ “I am concerned about 
you.  You are a competent and valued staff 
member…” 
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Prepare for possible responses 

• Be prepared for the meeting to become uncomfortable 
or for the discussion not to go the way you wanted it to 
go.  

• Some people can feel very threatened when any 
attempt is made by a manager to discuss personal 
issues such as mental health.  

• Reactions can be as extreme as displaying anger and 
denial.  

• It is important to stay calm, firm, fair, consistent and in 
control. 

• Focus on their wellbeing & performance & how you 
can help: repeat (broken record) 
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Create an Outcome 

There are two outcomes that can occur: 
1. Denial of any workplace issues by the 

worker and therefore withdrawal of the 
offer of reasonable adjustments in the 
workplace -> performance management 

2. Acknowledgement of workplace issues and 
a subsequent plan of action to identify, 
implement and evaluate reasonable 
adjustments in the workplace. 
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Reasonable adjustments 
Managers should think about: 

• the core requirements of the role – is there anything 
that can’t be altered? 

• are there any associated financial costs? 

• does the workplace have adequate resources to 
accommodate the adjustment(s)? 

• are any disruptions likely, either to other employees 
or work flow? 

• what is the time frame for introducing any 
adjustments? 

 



© Human Psychology 2019 All Rights Reserved 

Beyond Blue masterclass. 
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Act now or… 

If you do not act now then you could: 

• mislead the employee by giving the 
impression that there is no problem. 

• deny the employee the chance to improve or 
put things right. 

• damage the productivity and efficiency of your 
school. 

• lower the morale amongst team members. 

• not be doing your job as a manager properly. 
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Performance Management 
If an employee will not disclose reasons for unacceptable 

conduct / poor performance, managers need to 
implement normal performance management protocols 
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“Around 90% of employees think 
mental health is an important issue for 

businesses… 

But only 50% believe their workplace is 
mentally healthy.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

State of Workplace; Mental Health Australia report 
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Leaders need to… 
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A mentally ‘safe’ workplace has… 

1. A positive workplace culture — "Somewhere that people feel 
good about coming to work and everyone feels really 
encouraged and supported.” 

2. Reasonable stress levels — "That means not having unrealistic 
deadlines, job uncertainty, poor communication, poor 
boundaries between work and time off.” 

3. Supporting people with mental health issues — "We know that 
about one in four people will experience anxiety, one in six will 
experience depression.” 

4. Zero tolerance for discrimination — "Not uncommonly people 
with mental health issues have had problems with bullying or 
being poorly treated in their workplace." 
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• In Australia, 41% of teachers report high levels of 
occupational stress (Milburn, 2011) – Teachers 
make more mental stress claims than any other 
industry (WorkCover, 2014). 

• Excessive workload and working hours.  

• Poor student behaviour including lack of motivation 
and effort, disrespect, violence, challenging 
authority.  

• Management of bullying. 

• Aggression from pupils and parents.  

• Classroom and school climate. 

Threats to staff wellbeing in schools. 
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Threats to staff wellbeing in schools. 
 
• Pressures of assessment targets and inspections.  

• Conflict with management and colleagues.  

• Adapting and implementing new curriculum.  

• Teaching efficacy and learning new skills.  

• Self-esteem and status.  

• False public perceptions that teachers have masses 
of holidays.  

• Lack of professional opportunities.  

• Lack of involvement at the decision making level of 
educational reforms. 
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Factors identified as protective against 
teacher stress and burnout:  

• resources to increase sense of self-
efficacy  

• connectedness with students and 
colleagues  

• feel supported by colleagues  
• feel supported by management 
• receiving recognition for their work 

Protective factors 
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What key actions could be taken to enhance your 
effectiveness as leadera in promoting psychological 

well-being in your School? 

 

Your Role and Psychological  
Well-Being 
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Starts and ends with leadership. 
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What are 3 things you are going to do, stop 
doing or learn? 

1.    

2.    

3.    

Review 


