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Introduction
In order to work at their best and contribute 
to the success of their organisation the 
health and wellbeing of staff is crucial. 
When staff aren’t feeling their best, they 
can’t work at their best.

Under Australian work health and safety (WHS) legislation 
employers must take steps to protect workers against 
risks to their physical and mental health. Beyond meeting 
this obligation, organisations that focus on promoting 
and supporting the mental health and wellbeing of their 
staff see better productivity, as well as greater staff 
engagement, recruitment and retention.

Creating a mentally healthy workplace is a shared 
responsibility. All staff – from managers to employees – 
have a role to play.

The board, executive and other leaders must understand 
the need for action to support the mental health and 
wellbeing of their staff, and the wide-ranging benefits that 
flow on from promoting this.  

As the drivers of workplace culture, senior leaders 
must be active participants in creating a mentally 
healthy workplace. Leaders need to ensure that staff 
mental health and wellbeing is a strategic priority and 
a day-to-day focus for their organisation.

What is a mentally healthy 
workplace?

In a mentally healthy workplace people 
at all levels have a shared vision of, and 
commitment to, positive mental health. 
Work demands are realistic in a way that 
balances the needs of the staff and the 
employer and do not pose an unreasonable 
risk to the mental health of individuals. 
Everyone in the workplace feels comfortable 
to speak openly about mental health and 
mental health conditions, without fear of 
stigma or discrimination. This creates a 
culture of respect and inclusivity.

Goals of this guide
The goals of this guide are to:

• provide practical, step-by-step guidance for 
organisations to develop and implement a tailored 
mental health and wellbeing strategy for their staff

• drive organisation-wide change toward a culture of 
positive mental health and wellbeing.

This guide was developed as part of beyondblue’s 
Workplace and Workforce Program and to complement 
the Heads Up initiative (headsup.org.au). beyondblue, 
in collaboration with the Mentally Healthy Workplace 
Alliance, developed Heads Up to highlight the benefits 
of mentally healthy workplaces and give individuals and 
businesses across all industries the tools to take action. 

Who is this guide for?
This guide is designed to be used by any person or 
group responsible for developing and implementing a 
mental health and wellbeing strategy. This includes, but 
is not limited to, people working in the areas of WHS, 
staff wellbeing, human resources (HR), and people and 
culture. The guide is also designed for current and future 
champions of promoting mental health and wellbeing who 
might work in any role in the organisation.

Senior leaders (board members, chief executive officers 
and executive members) can also benefit from this 
guide. They play a critical role in driving policies and 
practices that promote mental health in the workplace 
and positively influence workplace culture, management 
practices and the experience of staff.

This guide has been designed to allow users to easily 
access the information about each step in the process 
of developing a workplace mental health strategy, 
independently. This acknowledges the different stages 
organisations may be at in creating mentally healthy 
workplaces. Some will be starting from scratch whereas 
others may be well into the process. The steps are 
outlined on page 9 of this guide. 

http://www.headsup.org.au
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Understanding 
mental health 
and wellbeing
Mental health is a positive concept related to the social 
and emotional wellbeing of people and communities. 
The concept relates to the enjoyment of life, ability to 
cope with stress and sadness, the fulfilment of goals 
and potential, and a sense of connection to others.1

Positive, healthy 
functioning

Adaption based on Corey Keyes’ mental health continuum model2

Severe impact on 
everyday functioning

Mental health is about wellness rather than illness and 
is not merely the absence of a mental health condition. 
Mental health exists on a continuum, or range: from 
positive, healthy functioning at one end through to 
severe symptoms of mental health conditions at the other. 
A person’s mental health moves back and forth along 
this range during their lifetime, in response to different 
stressors and circumstances.

At the green end of the continuum, people are well; 
showing resilience and high levels of wellbeing. Moving 
into the yellow area, people may start to have difficulty 
coping. In the orange area, people have more difficulty 
coping and symptoms may increase in severity and 
frequency. At the red end of the continuum, people are 
likely to be experiencing severe symptoms and may be 
at risk of self-harm or suicide. 

Some symptoms of people who may be at the red end 
of the continuum include: 

• disturbed sleep

• social withdrawal

• feeling overwhelmed

• feelings of hopelessness and worthlessness

• reduced productivity

• irritability

• alcohol and drug use.

Risk factors and protective factors influence mental 
health and can nudge people back and forth along the 
continuum. Risk and protective factors can be individual 
or related to family, work or other life circumstances. 
Risk factors may increase the strain on our mental health, 
while protective factors can counteract these by helping 
us to stay or become well.

With much of people’s time each day spent at work, the 
workplace is a very influential environment when it comes 
to mental health and wellbeing. A positive and supportive 
workplace can mean the difference between being ‘in the 
green’ or ‘in the orange’.
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One in five employees in Australia are likely to be 
affected by a mental health condition. In any given year 
around three million people in Australia experience the 
most common mental health conditions of anxiety or 
depression.3 Every day an average of eight people take 
their own lives.4

People who live with a mental health condition often 
experience significant levels of stigma and discrimination 
which can lead to delayed access to support and 
treatment, and impede recovery. Discrimination is also 
a risk factor for poor mental health and wellbeing.

 

“ When work is a great 
environment, you want 
to be there and you have 
a productive time being 
there. When it’s a negative 
environment you dread 
going there and it impacts 
on your mental health.”

Sarah, Accountant

The benefits of taking action 
Creating an environment that supports and promotes the 
wellbeing of staff is ethically responsible. It also ensures 
that your organisation is meeting WHS requirements 
to provide an environment that is both physically and 
mentally safe and healthy.5

Employers have other legal obligations related to 
mental health in the workplace. These include making 
reasonable adjustments for staff with a mental health 
condition, protecting the privacy of a staff member who 
has a mental health condition, and ensuring that they 
do not take any adverse action against a staff member 
because of their mental health condition.6

In addition to these legal obligations, there are many 
other benefits to organisations having a mentally 
healthy workplace, including the following:

• Customer, client and stakeholder experiences are 
likely to be better when staff feel they have a good 
working environment, low emotional exhaustion, and 
support from their co-workers and manager/s.

• Every dollar spent on effective mental health initiatives 
will, on average, have a positive return on investment 
of $2.30.7

• Employers who create and sustain a ‘great place 
to work’ will attract and keep the best workers.8

• When staff are engaged, they are more willing 
to extend an extra hand or discretionary effort to 
assist others. The result is improved performance, 
productivity and quality.9



5
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A strategic approach

The integrated approach model
It can be difficult to know everything that needs to be 
covered in order to create a mentally healthy workplace. 
As you think about your approach, there are three areas 
you should focus on: protection, promotion and support. 
These three areas make up the ‘integrated approach’.10 
They help to define what a mentally healthy workplace 
looks like.

An integrated approach to mental health and wellbeing 
draws on evidence and principles from the areas of work 
health and safety, public health, psychology and psychiatry, 
to address legal and ethical obligations. It also embraces 
best practice from each of these areas.11

Protection Promotion

Better
mental
health

Support

An integrated approach to better mental health, based 
on Tony LaMontagne’s integrated approach model

In addition to applying the integrated approach model, 
there are three key principles that will help you 
successfully implement a mental health and wellbeing 
strategy – commitment of senior leaders and business 
owners, ongoing meaningful participation and ongoing 
communication.

Defining an ‘integrated approach’

The term ‘integrated approach’ can have a 
number of different meanings when referring 
to staff wellbeing. It can relate to drawing on 
different health-related functions such as 
WHS, HR and staff wellbeing. It can also refer 
to integrating staff mental health activities into 
the broader staff wellbeing and organisational 
strategy. Generally, integrated approaches 
recognise the value of addressing a wide 
range of factors that may impact staff health, 
safety or wellbeing.

For the purposes of this document, the term 
‘integrated approach’ defines actions that 
contribute to creating a mentally healthy 
workplace. These actions focus on protecting 
the mental health of staff, promoting 
wellbeing, and addressing mental health 
conditions, regardless of cause.12

“ The companies that spend 
more time thinking about 
their staff will keep staff 
longer. At the end of the 
day, success or failure of 
any business is its people. 
They want to know that 
it is a healthy workplace, 
that they’re respected, that 
they’re listened to, and it 
suits their lifestyles.”

Janine Allis, Founder of Boost Juice Bars
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Commitment of senior leaders and 
business owners
Organisational leaders and business owners need to 
make visible, long-term commitments to mental health 
in their workplaces.

Leaders are in the strongest position to positively 
influence the working environment, management 
practices and experiences of employees.

Leading the way to a mentally 
healthy workplace

• Demonstrate a visible, active commitment 
to mental health in the workplace.

• Speak openly about mental health in 
the workplace, including any personal 
experiences.

• Make mental health an objective of the 
business.

• Treat mental health as you would physical 
health – integrate good health and safety 
management into all business decisions, 
policies and procedures.

• Develop your own leadership and people 
management skills.

• Allocate necessary resources for change 
and establish performance measures.

• Communicate a zero-tolerance approach 
to bullying and discrimination.

• Provide flexible working conditions that 
promote employee mental health.

Ongoing meaningful participation
Research shows that the meaningful participation 
of people who are the targets of any public health or 
occupation health initiative is essential to the success 
of the initiative.13 

Your approach to developing a workplace mental health 
strategy should be grounded in co-design, promoting 
different ways for staff to become active participants 
in the development, implementation and review of your 
strategy so they feel they own the change and the results. 
Co-design is based on the notion that the future users 
of any product, service or strategy are experts of their 
own experience, bringing different points of view that 
will inform the direction.

Tips to help you enhance 
participation: 

• Identify champions and supporters early 
from various levels and disciplines. 
Keep them engaged throughout the 
process, helping to guide the strategy and 
communicate it across the organisation, 
engaging others as they go.

• Encourage staff to have a voice, taking 
care to involve those who may be less 
powerful so they can participate freely 
(e.g. anonymous suggestion boxes). 

• Provide safe and open communication 
forums where staff can express opinions 
and be open to new ideas.

• Provide open access to all information 
and progress made in developing and 
implementing the strategy.

• Encourage managers to provide regular 
opportunities for staff to give feedback 
about issues related to mental health and 
wellbeing and the overarching strategy 
(e.g. through staff surveys, suggestion 
boxes, small group meetings, a dedicated 
email account, etc). Ensure this includes 
options to give feedback anonymously.

• Inform staff of the efforts to make change 
across your organisation (e.g. at the board 
and executive level) making it clear that you 
are not just asking staff to make change, 
but are working on multiple levels.
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Ongoing communication
Staff want to know what’s going on in their own workplace. 
Informed staff are engaged staff. Embrace the appetite 
for information, and get ready to communicate regularly. 

Regular and ongoing communication will help break down 
barriers to addressing mental health and wellbeing, and 
also contribute to reducing stigma. It’s vital to educate 
staff about why good mental health is important. 
Broader promotion and recognition of good mental 
health assists in making it more commonplace to openly 
discuss emotions and mental health concerns. Regular 
communication will also help you to build momentum and 
broader organisational buy-in for your workplace mental 
health strategy and initiatives.

There are five key questions to answer when 
communicating about any organisational change initiative:

• Why change ... why now?

• What happens if we don’t change?

• What will change look like?

• What’s in it for me?

• What can we expect?14 

Your communications should answer these questions 
and improve your staff’s knowledge and understanding 
of their health and wellbeing at work. Ensure everyone 
is aware of the strategy, the supports that are available, 
the role they’re expected to play and the immediate 
benefits available to them. For some examples of 
suggested content for communicating with staff about 
mental health at work and to download editable Word 
templates, visit headsup.org.au/getting-started-pack

Overcoming communication 
challenges

It can be difficult to communicate 
across areas and sites. To overcome 
communication challenges, consider 
using your intranet portal, staff payslips, 
training sessions or handover times, 
paper-based notices, activities or events. 
Appointing dedicated champions within 
each section of the workforce can also keep 
different workforces updated.

“ The role of a leader in 
creating a mentally healthy 
workplace is to promote 
awareness and importantly 
to promote a culture that 
allows people to take the 
steps they need to stay 
mentally healthy.”

Dr Andrew Wilson, Group Executive – 
Healthcare & Strategy, Medibank 

Tips to help with communication15 

• Highlight the benefits that the strategy 
can have for customers, clients and 
stakeholders, your staff and the 
organisation/employers (continuously 
reiterate the value proposition, or ‘what’s 
in it for me?’).

• Avoid being driven exclusively by incidents 
or problems. Language that identifies 
concerns, problems or deficits, or worse 
still ‘crises’, has the potential to close down 
communication and engagement.

• Frame the issue in positive and negative 
terms – ask both what is and isn’t working.

• Don’t define individual people as reasons 
for the problems; instead, focus on the 
influence of the work environment and 
nature of work.

• Use clear and simple language.

• Use evidence to support what you are 
doing.

• Communicate regularly to reiterate key 
messages.

http://bit.ly/2DmY3X2
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Developing a 
workplace mental 
health and wellbeing 
strategy 
This guide aims to provide practical guidance on how 
to develop a mental health and wellbeing strategy. 
However, it’s important to acknowledge that every 
business or organisation is different. The size, location, 
organisational structure and specific issues you face will 
influence what your strategy looks like.

Your organisation may already have a mental health and 
wellbeing strategy in place, or a number of initiatives to 
support your staff. If this is the case, this guide can be 
used as a means to identify any gaps in your strategy. 

Each of the following steps is based on evidence and 
research. This should help you to easily apply the 
principles of each step to your organisation, no matter 
what stage of the process you are currently at.

 Step 1. Gain leadership support

 Step 2. Identify needs

 Step 3. Develop a plan

 Step 4. Monitor, review and improve



STEP1

Gain leadership 
support



STEP1

Gain leadership 
support

STEP1

Gain leadership 
support
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A. Build your business case

The rationale for addressing mental health can vary for 
individuals. While some senior leaders will be driven 
by the legal, ethical or moral importance of looking 
after the mental health and wellbeing of their staff, for 
some the strongest driver will be financial; for others 
it will be improved customer or client experiences, 
risk management, productivity and efficiency. Different 
arguments appeal to different leaders. 

Ask
Which arguments and levers might work 
best in my workplace?

Consider the financial, ethical and legal imperatives that 
may be most relevant to your organisation by using the 
information in the previous section, ‘The benefits of taking 
action’, as guidance.

Use the knowledge and understanding you have to 
write a business case about why it’s important for your 
organisation to create, or build on an existing workplace 
mental health and wellbeing strategy. Your ability to do 
this will depend on the information and data you currently 
have. You may need to complete all or some of your 
‘situational analysis’ (see ‘Step 2: Identify needs’ on page 
17) before writing your business case.

Whatever your work environment, the business case 
should link to organisational priorities, values and key 
performance indicators (KPIs).

Often, examples from other organisations with successful 
programs can be useful, as can stories of individuals’ 
personal experiences with mental health conditions, from 
within your organisation (providing confidentiality can be 
protected or you’ve received express consent to share). 
Real, personal accounts like these help to capture the 
hearts and minds of senior leaders. Talk to different staff 
members about their experiences (good and bad) to make 
it specific to your organisation.

12
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B.  Identify champions and 
establish governance

Often, organisations have program/project specific 
governance structures in place – for example a Health 
Safety and Wellbeing Committee. These existing 
groups are likely to be able to effectively integrate the 
development of a workplace mental health strategy into 
their activities. However, there may be instances where 
new people who have special insights into mental health 
in the workplace might be added to an existing committee. 
If a governance structure does not already exist it will 
need to be established.

When establishing a governance structure to support the 
development of a workplace mental health strategy it’s 
important to have input from all levels of the organisation.

Establishing a strategy team with broad representation 
and levels of accountability across a steering committee, 
a working group and identified champions, will help to 
guide development and implementation of your strategy. 
The team should establish clear KPIs to monitor, 
implement and measure success.

Consider how you can ensure that there is a balanced 
representation of people across different levels and areas 
of your organisation. You can use your organisational 
chart as a starting point. However, it’s also important to 
consider those who may not be as immediately visible 
in the workplace, such as contractors, work experience 
students, interns, volunteers and maintenance staff.

Ask
Who are the key influencers and groups 
in my organisation? Who could have the 
passion and commitment to champion 
mental health?

The main influencers in your organisation will be the 
senior leaders and managers. The role of leadership 
in your organisation is pivotal to the success of your 
strategy. Leaders need to be engaged from the start 
and continue to endorse and participate in the strategy 
as it evolves. 

One way to ensure senior leaders are engaged is to 
establish a steering committee. The steering committee 
should include people in senior management positions 
and strategic areas of your organisation. This may include 
directors of HR, communications and training as well as 
senior managers/executives overseeing operational areas 

of the workplace (e.g. production, service delivery, sales). 
This group will provide overall guidance and strategic 
direction for the process, help engage other members of 
senior management and provide evidence of management 
support. Although smaller organisations are likely to 
establish smaller steering committees, some formal 
structure should be established to ensure senior leaders 
are ultimately responsible for the strategy. 

The steering committee will be most effective if it is led 
by an executive sponsor. The executive sponsor will 
ideally be someone in authority who is passionate about 
mental health and wellbeing. They will report back to 
your organisation’s executive and have a key role in 
regularly communicating to all staff that mental health 
and wellbeing is a priority. For this role, consider people 
who are respected by staff and who contribute positively 
to the workplace culture.

The steering committee will oversee the strategy’s 
development, but is unlikely to be responsible for 
implementing it. The best way to kick-start action is to 
create a working group. The membership of the working 
group may vary with the nature, size, and structure of 
the workplace and should include staff from all areas 
and sites (e.g. management, production/service delivery, 
sales, personnel, and health and safety). In smaller 
organisations where there may not be a dedicated role 
for these areas of the organisation, one person may 
be wearing multiple hats. The working group will be 
responsible for key actions associated with developing 
and implementing your workplace mental health strategy. 

These include:

• encouraging staff participation16

• coordinating focus groups or the distribution of surveys

• reviewing survey results

• identifying priority areas

• establishing goals

• developing an action and project plan

• monitoring timelines 

• implementing and reviewing actions. 

The working group should appoint a person to chair their 
meetings and lead their activities, reporting back to the 
steering committee regularly.

Every organisation will have staff members with the 
passion and commitment to champion mental health 
and wellbeing. Spend some time identifying who these 
champions are, and how they can help feed into the 
development of the strategy to get it off the ground. 

13
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