
ccording to the Global
Business and Economic
Roundtable on Addiction

and Mental Health, stress, depres-
sion and mental illness caused
by unhealthy workplaces cost
Canada’s economy an estimated
$35 billion in lost productivity
and 35 million lost workdays each
year.

As awareness of these costs
grow, business leaders, organi-
zational experts, academics and

health care professionals are in-
creasingly working together across
disciplines to foster healthier
workplaces.

Deborah Connors, president
and managing director of the
Health Work & Wellness Group,
and founder of the annual Health
Work & Wellness Conference, says,
“We launched our first conference
15 years ago to provide a forum
for sharing big ideas on achieving
high performance organizations
through culture change.“ This year,
more than 500 delegates – leaders
in the organizational health com-
munity and senior management in
both the private and public sectors
– will attend the conference in
Toronto.

One of the themes of this year’s
conference is the importance of
strategic thinking in addressing
these critical issues.

“Business leaders are generally
very action-oriented. They like to
jump into the strategic planning
phase, often without dedicating
time to strategic thinking upfront
to ensure they’re moving in the
right direction,” says Lynda Curtin,
an Opportunity Thinking coach
and consultant who will speak at
the conference.

The results can be damaging
to the well-being of employees
as well as the organization, she
says, citing BP’s oil spill in the Gulf
of Mexico as an example. “The
culture at BP demanded quick
decisions to keep projects moving
forward at a fast pace.”

Investing time in strategic think-
ing helps insure against outcomes
that can otherwise cause immense
damage to brand value, employee
engagement and health, and
profitability.

“It’s essential to know how to
constructively challenge your
current thinking about your busi-
ness. If your employees aren’t
great thinkers, you’re not going
to achieve strong results. If your
thinking is weak, rushed or in-
complete, you’re going to run into
problems,” says Ms. Curtin.

Effective thinking requires
optimum mental health, another
theme of this year’s conference. At
a round table dialogue sponsored
by Great-West Life and the Cana-
dian Mental Health Commission at
last year’s conference, the 40 expert
participants and audience identi-
fied the need for resources to help
improve the emotional intelligence
of front-line managers as their
single most important priority.

“Emotional intelligence refers to
our ability to be self-aware of our
own emotions and self-regulate or
modulate those reactions, as well
as our ability to recognize the emo-
tional states of others and respond
effectively,” says Dr. Joti Samra.
“When we think about the factors
that create toxic workplaces – that
increase individual levels of stress
and the probability of psychologi-
cal health problems – emotional
intelligence proves critical.”

With input from emotional
intelligence experts Dr. Steven
Stein and Dr. Cary Cherniss and
organizational stakeholders across
Canada, Dr. Samra developed Man-
aging Emotions, online resources
created for the Great-West Life
Centre for Mental Health in the
Workplace that will be launched at
this year’s conference. “There are
a number of interactive learning

resources, starting with a confi-
dential skills assessment that takes
about 10 minutes to complete and
provides immediate feedback on
areas of strength and areas for
improvement,” says Dr. Samra.

Videos and quizzes help individ-
uals develop and strengthen their
skills over time. “Individuals will
be able to improve their ability to
be effective in understanding and
managing other people’s negative
emotions in the workplace – to be
able to understand what’s happen-
ing for a person who is distressed
and to develop good strategies to
help manage that distress,” she
says.

The strategies and resources
presented at the conference are all
designed to support organizational
leaders and employees in a global
environment in which wellness is
no longer just a human resources
or occupational health issue, says
Ms. Connors. “The positive impact
on the bottom line and improved
employee retention and produc-
tivity are driving these concerns
right to the top of organizations. In
healthy organizations, workplace
culture, leadership practices and
the psycho-social environment
enable people to be at their best.
Workplace health is a business
imperative.”

Workplace health a business imperative, urge experts

While the costs of inaction are clear and rising, new
solutions to foster healthier workplaces are coming to the fore.
No wonder savvy employers are paying attention.
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awmakers and regulators
are increasingly holding
employers responsible

for providing a psychologically
safe workplace. But that is only
one of many compelling reasons
for employers to carefully assess
their workplace environment, says
Mary Ann Baynton, co-author,
with Dr. Martin Shain, of Prevent-
ing Workplace Meltdown: An
Employer’s Guide to Maintaining
a Psychologically Safe Workplace.
“When you consider the costs of a
crisis to productivity, morale and
the bottom line, prevention is so
much more cost effective.”

Research compiled by the
Canadian Mental Health Com-
mission provides ample evidence
that employers who provide a
psychologically healthy workplace
reap benefits in cost effectiveness,
productivity, recruitment and
retention of talented people, and
corporate social responsibility
performance.

Some of the primary elements
of prevention she and Dr. Shain
address in their book are aware-

ness, a culture in which workplace
mental health issues can be spo-
ken about without fear of negative
consequences, and competent
management. “Many people get
their MBAs and become manag-
ers with absolutely no training or
support to help them deal with
the emotional distress, conflict
and problems that exist in the
workplace,” says Ms. Baynton.

“When employees don’t feel
well supported by their manager
or organization, if they don’t feel
they have the ability to manage
their time effectively, or if there is

a lack of flexibility, it creates high
levels of stress for them,” says
Michele Nowski, director, Disabil-
ity Claims and Disability Manage-
ment with Desjardins Financial
Security. “It’s essential that front-
line managers be provided with
the training and resources neces-
sary to identify medical or mental
health issues that might otherwise
be perceived as performance
issues, and to provide effective
support.”

When adequate support is not
provided, she says, the costs are
significant. “Productivity declines,

obviously, but you also see higher
levels of intermittent absentee-
ism that is disruptive to the work
environment. There are costs to
benefit plans as well – antidepres-
sants are relatively expensive –
and to the health care system.”

The consideration of psycho-
logical impact has to permeate all
policies and procedures, says Ms.
Baynton. “It’s not about feel-good
programs where we sing and go
rock-climbing – it’s the way we
treat each other on a daily basis.

Preventive measures help avert workplace meltdowns
PLANNING
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A STRENGTH OF PURPOSE: Workplace expert and author Roy Spence says top-performing
organizations are purpose-driven. Page HW&W 2

EMBRACING A STRATEGY: Before creating a customized plan to improve workplace wellness,
companies must identify issues and set a vision. Page HW&W 3

FOOD FOR THOUGHT: Dr. Daniel Siegel, executive director of the Mindsight Institute, has
idenfied seven essential daily mental activities for optimum mental health. Page HW&W 3
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“The strategies and
resources presented
at the conference
are all designed to
support organiza-
tional leaders and
employees in a
global environment
in which wellness
is no longer just a
human resources or
occupational health
issue.”
Deborah Connors,
President and managing director,
Health Work &Wellness Group Conference

Event gathers organizational health leaders

Toronto will play host to the 15th annual Health Work & Wellness
Conference 2011, taking place at the Westin Harbour Castle Hotel,
October 4 to 6. The conference is Canada’s leading forum on building
better workplaces and brings together business leaders from all levels
for three days on the latest concepts in workplace health.

Conference president and founder Deborah Connors says that leaders
will gather to share big ideas on achieving
high-performing organizations through
culture change, and learn how to make or-
ganizational health a business imperative.

Register at healthworkandwellness.com.

four-year study led by
Richard Ivey School of
Business professor Dr.

Michael Rouse and funded by Sun
Life Financial Canada aims to help
quantify the benefits of workplace
wellness programs for both em-
ployers and employees.

A recent study conducted by
Harvard researchers found that, in
the U.S., wellness programs such as
obesity counselling, tobacco cessa-
tion support and onsite clinics had
a return on investment of $3.27
(per dollar invested) in health
care savings and $2.73 in absen-
teeism reduction, says Dr. Rouse.
One of the questions this study
will answer, he says, is what those
numbers are in Canada.

If his team’s hypothesis is cor-
rect – that Canadian workplace
wellness programs will prove to
provide high return on investment
for employers as well as significant
health benefits for employees –
the potential for impact on the
health of individual Canadians is
significant.

According to Lori Casselman, as-
sistant vice president, Health and
Wellness, Group Benefits, Sun Life
Financial, the recent Sun Life Ca-
nadian Health Index study found
that 81 per cent of Canadians
believe diseases are preventable,
and the majority believe they are
personally responsible for manag-
ing their health.

“But the study also found
that two-thirds of Canadians are
actually practising three or more
unhealthy behaviours on a regular
basis,” she says. “We know we’re
accountable, we know that manag-
ing our health can help prevent
disease, yet we’re not doing the
right things.”

According to the study, the
major impediments to healthy
behaviours were lack of motiva-
tion or will power, lack of time and
lack of money. “Employers have
a unique opportunity to help Ca-
nadians overcome those barriers
with strategic workplace wellness
offerings,” says Ms. Casselman.

Providing access, support and
time at work to participate in
wellness programs, along with
incentives to encourage partici-
pation, helps increase employee
engagement and remove the barri-
ers to healthy behaviour; healthier
behaviour reduces risk, which
translates into reduced absentee-
ism, higher productivity, lower
disability and health care costs.

RESEARCH

New study to
quantify benefits
of workplace
wellness programs

ONLINE?

For more information, visit
healthworkandwellness.com
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n the surface, it was the
perfect organization.

Nurse Next Door Home
Healthcare Services, the Vancou-
ver-based company founded by
John DeHart and Ken Sim, was
one of Canada’s fastest growing
companies. New franchises were
opening, sales were increasing and
profits were growing.

Just one thing was missing.
“We hated working there,” says

Mr. DeHart. “A culture had devel-
oped and we were no longer doing
what we’d set out to do.”

So, six years ago, the two found-
ers looked at the world’s most
sustained brands for guidance
in rebuilding their company and
realigning it with its original core
purpose.

“These companies all have rav-
ing fan cultures,” notes Mr. Dehart.
“Their employees are passionate
and are inspired by their work.
That’s why these companies out-
perform their competitors.”

“Top performing organizations
are purpose-driven,” agrees Roy
Spence, co-author of the best-sell-
ing book, It’s Not What You Sell,
It’s What You Stand For: Why Every
Extraordinary Business is Driven
by Purpose. “Their objective isn’t
the bottom line. It is a purpose
that sets out how they intend to

make a difference in the world.”
Mr. Spence, whose Austin,

Texas-based firm, GSD&M, helps
organizations grow their brands,
says an organization’s purpose,
unlike mission statements or ad-
vertising slogans, isn’t something
that can be invented or imposed.

“The purpose is the reason why
the organization was founded.
It may have evolved and need to
be rediscovered, but it is always
inherent in the organization,” Mr.
Spence says.

Purpose statements may be
ambitious, but they are typically
straightforward:

•Disney: Using imagination to bring
happiness to people

•Whole Foods: Nourishing the
mind, body, soul and community

•Southwest Airlines: Giving people
the freedom to fly

•Nurse Next Door:Making lives
better

“Our purpose guides our organi-
zation,” Mr. DeHart says. “We make
every decision by asking: Will the
result make people’s lives better? If
the answer is no, then we know it
is outside our core purpose, so we

don’t pursue it.”
A core purpose and clear core

values also empower and inspire
employees. At Nurse Next Door
employees have the authority
to make decisions, even if that
sometimes means they make
mistakes. “The only concern I have

is that the decisions they make be
consistent with our purpose and
core values,” says Mr. DeHart.

While an organizational purpose
can make decisions clearer, that
doesn’t mean they’ll also be easier.
“It takes guts to live your purpose
and core values,” he says, “because

it means sometimes having to say
no to something that otherwise
might seem very attractive.”

Mr. Spence agrees. “Companies
get off track when they make deci-
sions that are inconsistent with
their organization’s purpose,” he
says.

Employees find greater purpose in top-performing organizations

HEALTHY WORKPLACES

BRANDING

GP2S is a not-for-profit organization created to
encourage Quebec companies to implement com-
prehensive employee health programs. As part
of that mandate, it initiated the creation of the
Healthy Enterprise Standard, a norm designed to
assist organizations in adopting best practices and
to recognize healthy workplaces.

Fifteen organizations have now been certified
in Quebec, with more than 150 in the process of
implementation, but the beneficial impact of
the Healthy Enterprise Standard is reaching
far beyond the province’s borders. “We’ve had
organizations from other provinces – even from
France – contact us to get the information and
training to implement these practices,” says
Marie-Claude Pelletier, president and director
general.

The results of implementation are measurable
and significant, she says. “Within two years, we
often see spectacular results in lowering insur-
ance premiums. We also see a better level of health
and healthy behaviour among employees, and an
improved social environment – the way that people
work together. The ultimate result is greater creativ-
ity and productivity.”

Developed in response to organizations that
were interested in improving health promotion and
prevention in the workplace, the Healthy Enterprise
Standard is a guide to implementing best practices,
she says “They don’t have to waste time searching for
best practices – we’ve done that work for them. It’s
a step-by-step, comprehensive guide to generating
health among employees and enhancing the produc-
tivity of the organization in a sustainable way.”

EXCELLENCE

Canadians establish new standard for healthy enterprises

The wellness advantage
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Wellness works
Organizations with highly effective workplace
wellness programs have:

• performed more than 55 per cent better than
their industry peers

• achieved higher average revenue
per employee

• experienced fewer incidences of absence and
disability, less total turnover and lower annual
medical costs.*

Sun Life’s commitment to employee health and
wellness is now even stronger with the acquisition of
Buffett & Company – one of Canada’s leading providers
of workplace wellness programs.

With industry-leading knowledge, innovation and
capabilities, Canada’s top group benefits plan provider is
ready to meet your organization’s wellness needs with
our HealthyRETURNS program. See how you can benefit
from our comprehensive and customizable health and
wellness solutions.

Find out more at www.sunlife.ca/healthyreturns

Sun Life Financial is leading the
way to meet your wellness needs

LIFE’S BRIGHTER under the sun

RETURNS

* WatsonWyattWorldwide 2009/2010 Staying@Work Report



AN INFORMATION FEATURE FOR HEALTH WORK & WELLNESS • HW&W 3t he glo be an d ma il • f r idaY, septem ber 9 , 2 01 1

HEALTHY WORKPLACES

usiness professionals are
becoming increasingly
aware that a healthy work-

place bolsters the bottom line. But

for many, the question is how to
achieve that aim.

“Start with a clear vision,” ad-
vises Nancy van Boxmeer, who, as a

partner in Lighthouse NINE Group,
has helped companies such as Mars
Canada develop and implement
organizational health strategies.
“Companies need to be clear about
why they’re [taking action] – the
business reasons. Is it about em-
ployee engagement? Cost savings?
Recruitment and retention?”

Achieving that clarity first is criti-
cal, she explains, “because in order
for a healthy workplace strategy
to be really impactful and sustain-
able, it needs to be intentionally
designed to align with the business
imperative.”

Just as you would go for a physi-
cal exam and tests to diagnose any
health problems you might have,
companies should undergo a full
workplace assessment, Ms. van
Boxmeer stresses.

Workplace health is multi-
faceted, she adds, and having the
right people with expertise in
health, business and organizational
culture is key. “Often, a company
will have someone with a fantastic
background around wellness whose
expertise and thinking may be
single dimensional. They may not
understand the culture and busi-
ness piece. Companies need to hire
people who can help them look at
the organization as a whole.”

Professionals with that breadth
of expertise can help organizations
decide how to measure workplace
health – and subsequently, the suc-
cess of any treatment plan.

Employee engagement is one
of the most common – and useful
– yardsticks, according to Ms. van
Boxmeer. “Increased employee
engagement is one of the goals that

drives some of the best outcomes,”
she says. “If companies can create
a workplace where employees
feel their company cares for them,
that can have a greater impact
on health than, say, just provid-
ing gym memberships and stress
management classes.”

The next step? Creating a cus-
tomized plan to reach the agreed-
upon goal. Perhaps lack of work-life
balance is a significant problem,
and further digging reveals
employees are following in the
footsteps of supervisors by not tak-
ing advantage of existing flexible
work policies. “You might need to
do some retraining, and get leaders
to role-model certain behaviours,”
Ms. van Boxmeer explains.

Leadership buy-in is essential
to the success of any healthy
workplace strategy. But no matter
what the goal, “planning should be
participatory, and engage all levels
of staff,” stresses Patsy Marshall,
president of Train on Track, a

Guelph, Ont., consulting firm.
Regular re-assessments and

adjustments are also critical for
continuous quality improvement.
“Achieving a healthy workplace
is an ongoing process,” notes
Ms. Marshall. “It doesn’t happen
overnight.”

While it may not yield instanta-
neous results, a customized plan
that dovetails with the organiza-
tion’s business goals possesses
a significant advantage over ad
hoc programs. “If you say, ‘we’re
going to operate this way, because
we know we’ll be more effective,’
it starts to become entrenched
in your culture and your brand,”
says Ms. van Boxmeer, “and that’s
where you have impact.”

True, this less wellness-focused
approach represents a change in
paradigm, but, “the model we fol-
lowed in the past is not going to be
what works in the future. To stay
competitive, an organization needs
to be ahead of the curve,” she says.

Ms. Baynton notes that senior
management must make it clear
that employee well-being and
treating people with respect are
priorities.

“When it’s time for performance
reviews, managers must know that

they won’t be measured just by the
widgets made or the dollars earned,
but on their impact on employee
well-being and therefore on absen-
teeism, disability cost, productivity
and morale,” she says.

A manager who is accessible

and open in communicating with
individual employees is more likely
to be able to direct an employee
who is struggling in the right direc-
tion, says Ms. Nowski. “There is still
a stigma associated with mental
health issues, and people are very

good at hiding their mental health
problems. Being able to recognize
the signs of distress, promoting
your organization’s Employee As-

sistance Program and promoting
healthy habits are all important
ways that managers and supervi-
sors can help.”

Employers encouraged to embrace Healthy Workplace Design

Prevention: An ability to recognize stress helps

This report was produced by RandallAnthony Communications Inc. (www.randallanthony.com) in conjunction with the advertising department of The Globe and Mail. Grant MacMillan, Category Manager, gmacmillan@globeandmail.com.
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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

HealthyMind Platter offers essential nutrients for
optimummental health

While they applauded the U.S. government’s revision of the
traditional food pyramid into a plate-shaped version earlier this
year, Dr. David Rock, executive director of the NeuroLeader-
ship Institute, and Dr. Daniel Siegel, executive director of the
Mindsight Institute and clinical professor at the UCLA School of
Medicine, felt it was time for a similarly accessible approach to
mental wellness.

“There is so much emphasis on diet, and yet we know from
research that other factors – such as the quality of our social con-
nections – can override the health impacts of diet,” says Dr. Rock.

To help address the gap, he and Dr. Siegel created the Healthy
Mind Platter, which contains the seven essential daily mental
activities that the brain needs for optimum mental health and to
function at its best: focus time, play time, connecting time, physi-
cal time, time in (reflection), down time and sleep time.

The Healthy Mind Platter can serve two critical functions in
organizations, he says. “It can help individuals quickly identify
where their mental diet is out of balance. Good mental habits
increase your overall mental health, which improves your basic
ability to perceive information and your problem-solving abilities
– both of which are very important when you think for a living.”

It can also help organizations plan for and support good men-
tal habits among their employees. “Just as responsible companies
provide healthy food in their cafeterias, they can adopt practices
that encourage healthy mental habits,” says Dr. Rock.

To learn more, visit mindsightinstitute.com.

STRATEGY

A workplace assessment helps companies identify areas of concern and
set a vision for a healthier workplace. PHOTO:ISTOCKPHOTO.COM

For more helpful information and resources, visit
workplacestrategiesformentalhealth.com and guardingmindsatwork.com.

PEOPLE WORRY THAT A SERIOUS ILLNESS
COULD JEOPARDIZE THEIR FAMILY’S FINANCES1

Tell your employees not to worry.

Desjardins Financial Security’s group insurance products are designed to keep them and their
families financially healthy, no matter what.

Talk to us. We’re there for you, from coast to coast.

Desjardins Financial Security is the life insurance arm of Desjardins Group – ranked as the
4th safest financial institution in North America,2 with more than a century of experience.

Group Insurance desjardinsfinancialsecurity.com
1 Source: 2010 Desjardins Financial Security National Health Survey. 2 2010 survey by Global Finance.
® Registered trademark owned by Desjardins Financial Security


