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Life’s brighter under the sun

We believe
in the rewards of employee  

health and wellness

It is why we provide health benefits coverage to more than 3 million 
Canadian employees and their families, that’s 1 in 6 Canadians. 

We help employees cover their health and dental costs, paying over 
$4.6 billion in claims annually while protecting the sustainability of 

employer-sponsored plans with cost and fraud management. 

And when illness or injury take employees off work  
we’re here to help. In 2012, we supported approximately  

37,000 employees during their return to work.

We help employees stay healthy, with leading workplace  
wellness solutions that have brought health programs, fitness,  

nutrition and lifestyle changes to over 200,000 employees  
through some of Canada’s larger employers.

And we make it easy with innovations such as web claims and  
the my Sun Life Mobile app – fast, easy, convenient.

Through our employee benefit and wellness solutions,  
employers reap the rewards of a healthier workforce – with happier, 

more engaged and productive employees, and higher rates of 
attraction, loyalty and retention. 

It all starts with our belief in the rewards of employee health  
and we have the innovative programs to make it happen.

Ask your Sun Life Group Benefits representative about how we can 
help your organization realize the rewards of healthier employees.
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national standard helping employers create 
mentally healthy workplace, but stigma remains
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a
s a police officer with an Ontario police force, Brian 
Knowler was the first responder to a serious col-
lision nine years ago. The driver, Knowler’s best 
friend from university, died in his arms while he 
was performing CPR.

“My immediate way of coping was to go home 
and drink. It was a very old school, suck it up, deal 
with it, part of the job,” said Knowler. 

He buried the incident for about eight years 
but it came “roaring back” to him last year when 

a similar incident occurred, and he was subsequently diagnosed with 
post-traumatic stress disorder. Now, Knowler is a staff sergeant and 
he spends time trying to educate other officers about mental health. 

Knowler shared his story at a Canadian HR Reporter roundtable 
on mental health in the workplace, held in partnership with Sun Life 
Financial, in Toronto in April. 

While mental health issues are becoming more prevalent in today’s 
workplace, there is still a stigma around them, according to the panel-
lists. 

“It isn’t something that’s black and white; it’s not something employ-
ees can see,” said Drew Sousa, manager of employee health services at 
the City of Mississauga in Ontario. “We’re looking at trying to provide 
awareness and promotion and trying to get people to understand ‘This 

mEET ThE panEllISTS
roundtable on mental health
In April, Canadian HR Reporter managing editor 
Todd Humber moderated a roundtable discussion on 
the new National Standard for Psychological Health 
and Safety in the Workplace. On the panel were:

• Cheryl edwards, partner, Heenan Blaikie
• sari sairanen, national health and 
safety director, CAW
• Carey Uyeda, disability services manager, 
Fallsview Casino Resort

• ian arnold, former chair of the Workforce 
Advisory Committee of the Mental Health Commission 
of Canada and a consultant
• sUe Brown, principal, Mercer
• Brian Knowler, staff sergeant with an 
Ontario police service
• drew soUsa, manager, employee 
health services, City of Mississauga Ph
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could happen to you,’ and that’s the key 
message.”

To combat the stigma, employers need 
to look at what kind of work environ-
ment they are encouraging. Employers 
need to establish a culture where employ-
ees respect and value each other, said Sue 
Brown, principal at Mercer in Toronto.

“And whenever there’s an indication 
that’s not happening, action needs to 
be taken, so there’s a zero tolerance for 
any conduct that is mentally injurious to 

anyone in the workplace and there is the 
support that’s required to make sure the 
organization operates within a mentally 
healthy culture.”

To help employers establish this type 
of culture, the Mental Health Commis-
sion of Canada released a National Stan-
dard for Psychological Health and Safety 
in the Workplace in January. The standard 
provides a road map for employers to de-
velop a psychologically healthy and safe 
workplace, including identifying hazards, 

assessing and controlling risks, and imple-
menting measurement and review systems. 

The standard helps employers look at 
workplace issues through a different lens, 
said Sari Sairanen, national health and 
safety director at Canadian Auto Workers 
(CAW) union in Toronto. 

“We’re very familiar with physical haz-
ards but what about the psychological, 
mental hazards that are happening in the 
workplace? (The standard) opens up that 
door to start looking at the psycho-social 
factors,” she said.

will standard remain voluntary?
While the standard is currently voluntary, 
there is a general regard that legislators 
and regulators have towards these types 
of standards and they do tend to creep 
into legislative requirements, said Cheryl 
Edwards, partner at Heenan Blaikie in 
Toronto.

But employers may be challenged on 
how to tackle the standard in the existing 
structures at the workplace. 

“People are saying, ‘Do we actually 
start anew and create a whole new system 
or piggyback on our existing policies and 
procedures and try to make a whole re-
spectful workplace system or psychologi-
cal health and safety system that rolls in 
all of our policies?’” said Edwards.

Before they even start adopting the 
standard, employers need to figure out 
who is going to be involved and how they 
are going to integrate all the little pieces 
in the workplace, she said. As a best prac-
tice, HR, health and safety, senior man-
agement and the union (if applicable) 
should all be involved.

It’s extremely important for every 
workplace to have a champion around the 
standard who will spearhead the plan-
ning process, said Ian Arnold, former 
chair of the Workforce Advisory Com-
mittee of the Mental Health Commission 
of Canada in Ottawa. 

“It’s really important to do this plan-
ning right and move forward right be-
cause the planning tells you where you 
want to go with respect to what you bring 
into the workplace to address the areas of 
need,” he said. “Then it becomes a con-
tinuous improvement cycle.”

Having buy-in at the supervisory and 
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management level is also critical, said 
Knowler. While the police force he worked 
for had an excellent employee assistance 
program (EAP) and other resources in place, 
his supervisor didn’t care and responded to 
Knowler’s incident by saying, “Oh, you’re 
tough. You go home, have a few belts and go 
to bed,” he said. 

“A corporation could have the best 
groundwork, best programming in place, 
but if the people in a position to imple-
ment it don’t, then it’s just some useless 
paper,” he said. 

At Fallsview Casino Resort in Niagara 
Falls, Ont., managers and supervisors are 
very supportive of the company’s initiatives 
around psychological health and safety, said 
Carey Uyeda, disability services manager. 

“They are recognizing the additional 

cost of having people away from work, 
so they are the big drivers and are putting 
money forward to support the mental 
health initiatives, and we have additional 
training for the management group and 
additional programs to get that started,” 
he said. 

Managers at Fallsview receive training 
on how to recognize employees at risk, 
look for warning signs and educate em-
ployees on the supports available to them. 

negative implications
If employers do not properly address 
mental health, there are several negative 
implications they may face. For example, 
if an employee has been subject to treat-
ment that is not an expected, fundamen-
tal condition of his employment, he may 

take the position he has been construc-
tively dismissed, said Edwards. 

“That has happened to a very large 
number of employees now, particularly 
those who have suffered not only mis-
treatment but suffered a mental break-
down in the workplace so they have lost 
their mental health, lost their job and 
lost future earnings because their life has 
crumbled all around them,” she said. 

Another issue is workers’ compensa-
tion entitlements are increasing. The bar on 
when a worker can say he has experienced 
chronic stress or traumatic mental stress 
has been lowering, so the entitlement to lost 
wages has been lowering, said Edwards.

Other considerations include board 
or tribunal awards and negative publicity, 
she said.

Employers need to start seriously con-
sidering the holistic health of employees 
because the world of work is evolving, said 
Sairanen.

“It’s not just that physical safety aspect 
but their psychological well-being as well 
and ensuring as they come home at the end 
of the day, they are home and not just physi-
cally, but psychologically as well.”

Faculty of Education
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Osgoode Professional Development, 1 Dundas Street West, Suite 2600, Toronto

Do you have legal responsibilities and/or risks in your job? Osgoode Professional Development delivers high  
quality certificate programs for executives in a variety of fields. The time commitment is typically 30 hours and  
sessions are structured for busy executives. Certificate instructors are top experts with years of practical experience.  
Early registration is advised.

Practical Legal  
Education for Executives

For a complete list of upcoming events or to register for any of our programs
visit: www.osgoodepd.ca, call: 416.597.9724 or 1.888.923.3394, e-mail: opd-registration@osgoode.yorku.ca

Priority Service Code: 13-99EX

Untitled-3   1 13-05-16   4:04 PM

Help avaIlaBle foR employeRs 
tacKlIng mental HealtH
By Lysa Taylor-Kinch

t
he Canadian HR Reporter roundtable on workplace 
mental health raised some excellent themes in mental 
health that resonated particularly for Sun Life Financial. 

Firstly, it highlighted that we should not think about 
mental health in black and white terms of someone being 
“mentally healthy” or “mentally well.”  As with physical 

health, there is a wide range of states in between. Taking a wider 
view and looking at a person’s mental and physical health across a 
whole continuum is critical for mental health promotion and living 
and working with mental health conditions.  

Secondly, it is key to have the right resources applied at the right 
time to provide support where it is needed. In our workplaces, this is 
an accountability residing at all levels in the organization. A cham-
pion is needed; senior management needs to buy-in; front line man-
agers need to have information and support when they are dealing 
with challenging situations; and all individuals need to take an active 
role to build resilience.

Thirdly, many organizations are not ready at this point. Most 

understand the need to support and train their front-line managers 
enabling them to better equip and support employees. However, the 
road can seem long, the costs high and the map hard to read. Mean-
while, the number of individuals away from work on disability for 
mental health reasons continues to increase and for many organiza-
tions, mental health represents the most frequent cause of disability.  
The costs associated with not supporting the ever growing popula-
tion of individuals coming forward while at work expressing a need 
for help can’t be ignored. Organizations who are ready to tackle this 
issue are looking to partners to help them reach their goals. 

Because Sun Life sees mental and physical health on a continu-
um with a need for resources at all stages, we take an active role as 
an insurer to work with our clients on physical and psychological 
health. When integrated together we can help improve the chances 
of increasing the overall health of the organization and the employ-
ees who contribute to the success of the business.

Lysa Taylor-Kinch is Director, Market Development, Group  
Benefits at Sun Life Financial.
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