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Background 
On Tuesday, May 11, 2021, the Alberta Construction Safety 

Association met virtually via Zoom with Regional Safety 

Committee (RSC) Executives from across Alberta to discuss  

the impacts of mental health in the construction health and 

safety industry.  

As many of us know, mental health is a focus for several 

organizations across Canada. A recent nation-wide survey 

conducted by Leger, showed that more than half of respondents 

reported a decline in their mental health due to the COVID-19 

pandemic. To assist employees through this, employers are 

taking action to support employees’ mental health. 30% 

of employees report their employers have responded with 

increased mental health support and 85% have welcomed virtual 

resources to support their mental health needs. 

As Albertans grappled with the pandemic’s third wave, this 

facilitated conversation with RSC Executives on how to better 

equip safety professionals with strategies addresses the growing 

mental health challenges within Alberta’s construction industry. 

What We Learned 
We focused our discussion on two main questions: 

• How has the importance of mental health in the workplace 

changed or grown? 

• Provide an example of a mental health challenge you have 

observed and supported, and how? 

How has the importance of mental health in the 
workplace changed or grown? 

• Talking about it: While we’ve made progress in decreasing 

stigma related to mental health, it remains a sensitive subject. 

We have heard that some still feel embarrassed or shameful 

about their mental health conditions, which leads to a 

reluctancy to speak up and ask for help. National campaigns, 

such as “Bell Let’s Talk,” help bring mental health conditions 

to the forefront. However, it continues to be important for   

employers to lead these conversations—creating a safe space 

for employees to come forward. 

• Gender differences: Stigma can be more pronounced 

in male-dominated industries, such as construction and  

occupational health and safety. Breaking down societal  

norms, such as “tough it out,” makes it easier for those  

experiencing mental health conditions to seek help and  

share their stories. Storytelling and personal examples  

can help demonstrate empathy and compassion, leading   

to open discussions about mental health and reassuring   

employees that it is safe to ask for help. 

• Complex issue: Mental health is a broad spectrum of 

multiple factors, many of which emerge from the work 

place. If someone has a physical illness or ailment, it is often 

straightforward in understanding how to support their  

needs. However, supporting a mental health concern can  

be challenging, especially when seeking a ‘solution’ to a 

complex situation.  

• Evolving roles: Our roles as safety professionals have evolved, 

often requiring us to move into the supportive roles when 

dealing with mental health challenges. It’s important to know 

where and when to access additional help to assist with mental 

health conditions. 
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These challenges may seem daunting, but there are reliable, 

accessible resources available that can be shared with employees 

experiencing mental health conditions. For example, Anxiety 
Canada, shares five steps for supporting those with an  

anxiety condition: 

1. Learn what you can about anxiety, or other relevant mental 

health conditions. 

2. Provide support, but don’t push. Let them know you are a 

support and ask if and how you can help. 

3. Involve the employee. You might feel like giving them space 

helps, but remember to invite them to workplace activities, 

even if they might not seem up to it. 

4. Express empathy and support. Some people don’t know 

what to say when a colleague or employee is experiencing 

mental health conditions, so they avoid saying anything.  

A simple expression of support can often be powerful  

and meaningful. 

5. Encourage them to take advantage of workplace 
supports. From an Employee Assistance Program (EAP)  

to online counselling and virtual support groups, many  

employees are not aware of the resources available to  

help them manage their mental health. 

Provide an example of a mental health challenge 
you have observed and supported, and how? 

• Lack of training, resources, or education: Many  

construction health and safety professionals do not  have 

formal training and are not equipped with strategies to 

handle emerging mental health challenges, especially with the 

difficulty of the COVID-19 pandemic. Thankfully, there are many 

resources and tools available to help encourage employees 

to stay mentally fit and healthy. The Canadian Mental Health 
Association provides resources for addressing mental health 

safely at work and at home. From training programs to 

accessible toolkits and online resources, there are tools to 

help safety professionals better understand and establish a 

supportive system. 

• Exterior sources: Our personal lives can impact our mental 

health, which in turn impacts our work performance. However, 

with mental health, it is often difficult to determine which 

came first. The real question is: does it matter? We are human, 

so we can’t always control how our mental health will affect 

our personal and/or work lives.   

•  Learning boundaries: Offering support is the first important 

step, but we also need to learn when to step in and seek 

professional or external medical help for escalated situations. 

Understanding how to spot the signs of a mental health crisis 

and when to bring in a specialist is important to protect the 

employee and safety professional involved. 

In addressing these challenges, some great experiences  

were shared: 

• Improving education with courses, such as the free  

John Hopkins University Psychological First Aid and  

de-escalation training.  

• Frequent check-ins with staff help in building relationships 

where people feel comfortable to engage and speak up. Try to 

move beyond the “Hey, how are you?” to opening up for real 

conversation. Instead, try questions such as “How are you 

finding things with the COVID-19 pandemic are affecting your 

stress levels?” or “On a scale of one to 10, how are you feeling 

today?”.  

• Sharing information and reminding staff that it’s okay to not 

be okay decreases the stigma surrounding mental health—

especially in today’s environment. Start by asking an icebreaker 

question in a meeting, or by sharing a recent experience 

that you’ve had. By doing so, you’re creating a safe space for 

employees to share their mental health conditions. 

• Being flexible. Two people will not have the same experiences 

with mental health conditions, and we need to be open to 

providing support in different ways.  

• Leading by example. Our own mental health is important 

too and we want to encourage staff to be proactive about 

managing their mental wellbeing. A few examples include 

taking time off to rest and recover, speaking up when we need 

support, and encouraging conversations—there are many 

ways we can demonstrate that mental health is a key part of 

safety at work. When a leader openly takes a ‘mental health 

day,’ they’re sending a strong message that mental health is 

important in your organization. 

We’ve all faced mental health challenges at 
one point or another, whether at work or in 
our personal lives. Our commitment to worker 
safety means we must focus on mental health, 
providing safe, inclusive environments where 
employees can come forward and be supported.  

Through this discussion, we’re hoping to continue 
a broader conversation on mental health and 
worker safety, learning from each other, sharing 
resources, and bringing psychological safety to 
the forefront for all our members. 

https://www.anxietycanada.com/
https://www.anxietycanada.com/
https://cmha.ca/
https://cmha.ca/
https://www.coursera.org/learn/psychological-first-aid

