
A SIMPLE way 
to break down 
mental health 
stigmas at work



The workplace is an ideal place to proactively address 
mental health, despite what many people believe. As 
a superhuman resources professional, you can play an 
important role in your employees’ work and home life by 
making them feel supported and understood.

But first, you need to address the stigmas surrounding mental health.

1. Stigmas

The thought of talking about depression, anxiety, and other mental health disorders can make a lot of 
people feel uncomfortable. Many feel insecure about discussing their struggles out of fear they’ll be seen as 
weak. However, mental health issues are far more common than you think. Mental Health America’s 2017 
survey1 found that one in five adults have a mental health condition, totaling over 40 million Americans.

So, why are people so hesitant to talk about it? Those who don’t understand it often keep quiet to avoid 
offending people who do live with mental health issues. What’s worse, many people misunderstand 
common illnesses, like depression and addiction, and oversimplify them. Telling someone to “get over it” or 
to stop feeling depressed is the equivalent of telling someone with a sinus infection to stop blowing their 
nose and coughing. A mental illness needs to be viewed just like a physical one.

1. www.mentalhealthamerica.net/issues/state-mental-health-america#Key Mental Health America (2017)

2. www.slideshare.net/TowersWatson/global-benefits-attitudes-survey-2016-highlights Willis Towers Watson (2016)

2. Consequences

When people let discomfort prevent them from addressing mental 
health, it creates more issues. This is especially true in the workplace.

Disengagement

Unsurprisingly, when employees don’t feel well, they are less 
enthusiastic about their work. A 2016 report from Willis Towers 
Watson2 found that employees who are of poor health, including 
mental health, are less engaged. While 50% of employees who 
responded as being very healthy were engaged, just 24% of those 
with poor health were.

No Support

Many people who suffer from mental health issues can feel confused 
and even aggravated because they don’t understand what they’re 
experiencing or how to manage it. This can be more difficult when 
they lack a support system. Unfortunately, this is common.

http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/issues/state-mental-health-america#Key
https://www.slideshare.net/TowersWatson/global-benefits-attitudes-survey-2016-highlights


A February 2015 report of 3,068 American adults from the American Psychological Association (APA)3 found 
that 46% of adults who said they have no form of emotional support also felt depressed in the past month.
Overall, the report’s findings found that Americans who say they have emotional support, such as family 
and friends, report lower stress levels and better related outcomes than those without emotional support.

Unmanageable Stress

Stress from work is already damaging enough. As a 2016 survey from Staples Business Advantage found, 
65% of employees say workplace stress negatively impacts them.

Many people continue to struggle with finding healthy coping skills and stress management techniques. 
The February 2015 report from the APA also found that 42% of adults said they are not doing enough or 
aren’t sure whether they’re doing enough to manage their stress.

What’s worse, many Americans manage their stress with unhealthy behaviors – 42% lie awake at night 
and 33% eat unhealthy foods. If people already feel like stress is unmanageable, the burden of stress is 
magnified by mental health issues. Addicts will turn to far worse behaviors to cope with stress, like abusing 
alcohol or drugs.

3. www.slideshare.net/TowersWatson/global-benefits-attitudes-survey-2016-highlights American Psychological Association (2015)

4. www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/article/PIIS2215-0366(16)30024-4/fulltext World Health Organization (2016)

Stress from work is already damaging enough. As a 
2016 survey from Staples Business Advantage found, 
65% of employees say workplace stress negatively 
impacts them.

Lost Productivity

An analysis led by the World Health Organization4 found the 
astonishing cost of lost productivity when mental health disorders 
are ignored. The report attributes more than 12 billion days of lost 
productivity to depression and anxiety disorders every year, which 
costs the global economy an estimated $925 billion. The underlying 
issue is that these disorders go untreated.

Instead of leaving your employees alone and stuck in bad habits, 
you can be the guide to their mental well-being. It all starts with 
overcoming these obstacles. So how do we break through the 
barriers of stigmas? It’s SIMPLE.

https://www.slideshare.net/TowersWatson/global-benefits-attitudes-survey-2016-highlights
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/article/PIIS2215-0366(16)30024-4/fulltext


3. The SIMPLE approach

The following program focuses on taking a holistic approach to employee health. It aims to create a 
transparent and accepting culture, raise awareness about mental health, and help employees work in a less 
stressful work environment:

Let’s dive a little deeper into each part of this approach.

Strategize

Start the SIMPLE approach by developing a strategy that is holistic. It needs to address the bigger 
picture – culture, employee health, and stressors in the workplace. First, establish large-scale goals. For 
example, these goals could be to improve productivity by 20% or reduce absenteeism by 35%. Then, 
break these goals down into actionable steps.

• Strategize: Write a strategy that tackles these three areas – culture, mental health awareness, 
and stress reduction.

• Implement: Use the strategy and put it into action.

• Monitor: Measure the effectiveness by conducting surveys and reviewing performance.

• Praise: Provide recognition for those who contribute to building a culture of openness.

• Listen: Ask for employee feedback, and host group discussions to get everyone on board.

• Educate: Continue to empower and educate with awareness initiatives and themed campaigns.

First, establish large-scale goals. For example, these 
goals could be to improve productivity by 20% or 
reduce absenteeism by 35%. Then, break these goals 
down into actionable steps.

Here are three steps you need to consider taking when you want to properly address mental health 
stigmas in the workplace:

• Step 1: Create a transparent, accepting culture. 
To embrace transparency, introduce new communication policies and procedures. These may 
include adopting an internal social network to connect all levels of employees in one place or 
scheduling more open discussions with your team.

• Step 2: Raise awareness about common mental health issues, and provide tips on how to 
manage them. 
Develop monthly awareness campaigns and events, and create a theme each month for a 
specific disorder or illness. Examples include depression, anxiety, obsessive compulsive disorder, 
eating disorders, addiction, schizophrenia, autism, and many more. 
 



Support each monthly campaign by establishing employee 
resource groups (ERG) for various topics, like stress 
management, anxiety, depression, and other disorders 
you’re addressing. 
 
To get employees involved in awareness, appoint an 
awareness task force. This is a group of employees who 
get involved in ERGs and help create plans and keep 
meetings focused on being educational and supportive.

• Step 3: Reduce and modify major sources of stress in the 
work environment. 
Start a stress reduction team to work with employees 
on identifying all the major stressors in the workplace 
and in work processes. Then, identify how to eliminate or 
restructure procedures and workplace design. 
 
Before you move on to implementing your strategy, 
conduct surveys to gauge employee satisfaction, morale, 
and engagement, and collect data on absenteeism, 
turnover, and productivity. This way, you can measure the 
e ectiveness of the strategy a er you start it.

Implement

When you have a full strategy in place, the next step is easy: put it into action.

Your awareness task force and stress reduction team play a significant role in this step. They oversee 
the launch of the strategies, but also communicate how and why these changes are being made.

Train them on how to get everyone on board and educate the staff before the implementation. Host 
discussions to explain to employees the purpose of the strategy and how they can be a part of it.

For each ERG, give both teams tips on managing communication through your internal social network 
and provide them with tips on hosting get-togethers and other informal gatherings.

Monitor

This is a crucial step in the process. After all, launching a major change in the workplace is not a set-it-
and-forget-it situation.

Your strategy will evolve and adapt to what your employees like and what’s not working. But how do 
you define success? 

Schedule recurring surveys every few weeks and pull reports on performance metrics. Then, you can 
compare the surveys and reports with those you gathered before you implemented the strategy. 

These insights can give you direction. For example, if you see a boost in morale and productivity soar 
following an anxiety awareness event, try to replicate that format for future events and activities.



Praise

The best way to perpetuate a cultural change is by recognizing employees who contribute to the new 
strategy. Employees should be actively involved in your awareness initiatives.

Here are some creative tips on offering praise and ensuring your culture evolves:

Listen

When you’re trying to build a transparent culture, it’s important to walk the talk. So, create a system where 
employees can offer feedback on a regular basis. Make the most of your internal social network by opening 
channels of communication. Name various chat rooms within it and invite employees to participate.

Let’s say a group of employees are involved in a group chat for eating disorder awareness. Within 
that chat, they can provide input about upcoming awareness events or offer feedback on some of the 
educational materials you’re circulating.

Also, schedule monthly get-togethers to discuss what your staff thinks about the open communication 
culture and the mental health awareness program. Either break the discussions into groups and teams 
or host a company-wide meeting. No matter the size, encourage them to share constructive criticism.

Schedule regular meetings between your ERGs and the culture czar, awareness task force, and stress 
reduction team. Members of each ERG can provide feedback and o er ways to strengthen awareness 
initiatives and workplace culture.

Educate

Education plays the biggest role in the SIMPLE approach. This is how you need to use education to 
achieve your three big objectives.

• Host ‘healthy habits’ events to share positive coping skills and recognize employees who 
contribute. Start hashtags on your social network to recognize contributions. For example, if 
someone shares a coping skill, tag them as a #WisdomWarrior.

• Add a stress reduction forum on your social network, and praise employees who make 
suggestions on improving procedures and minimizing workplace stress.

• Appoint a ‘culture czar’ to oversee new communication policies and to distribute fun rewards for 
employees exercising transparency.

• Create ‘communication coins’ to give to employees who provide feedback. Start a company 
store where employees can spend their communication coins on fun prizes.

• For mental health awareness events, provide employees with ‘I Listen’ shirts to create a sense of 
solidarity and to praise them for showing up with an open mind. 

When you’re trying to build a transparent culture, it’s 
important to walk the talk. So, create a system where 
employees can offer feedback on a regular basis.



Most importantly, keep education ongoing. Provide your sta  with a digital learning center where they 
can access educational resources for tips on positive coping skills to better manage their mental health.

• Transparent culture 
Train your staff on how to communicate effectively.

• Mental health awareness 
Use the LifeWorks solution to deliver personalized content and empower employees to manage 
their mental well-being.

• Workplace stress reduction 
Make the most of employee feedback and simplify work processes.

When you make mental health and employee well-being 
a central part of your culture, you’re not just breaking 
down stigmas – you’re creating an environment that tells 
your employees they are welcome to open up about their 
personal struggles, but without feeling forced.

Help your employees feel understood, supported, and – 
most importantly – make them feel loved.

Additionally, you want to continue your mental health awareness campaigns. Don’t let discomfort and 
a lack of understanding build walls within your workplace. Take the SIMPLE approach to first make 
employees feel comfortable in a transparent culture.

Then, start raising awareness about mental health issues and educate your staff on proper mental health 
care. A major factor damaging mental health is chronic stress, which is why reducing stressors in the 
workplace is another crucial part of the SIMPLE approach. When you make mental health and employee 
well-being a central part of your culture, you’re not just breaking down stigmas – you’re creating an 
environment that tells your employees they are welcome to open up about their personal struggles, but 
without feeling forced.

visit www.lifeworks.com


