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2016-2019 Mental health progress report: 
The Canadian Public Service Experience

As the head of the Public Service of Canada, over the course of the past three years, I have had the privilege 
to work alongside many committed individuals seeking to change the culture, destigmatize mental health, 
prevent psychological injury and promote well-being in the workplace. While there remains a long way to 
go—and much more to learn—this report seeks to share the early efforts of the Canadian Public Service in 
the hopes it may be instructive for other leaders following a similar path. 

1. Prioritize mental health – the starting point

We initiated a long overdue dialogue across the whole of the Public Service. Recognizing the importance of 
the issue, the Government of Canada and the Public Service Alliance of Canada (the biggest union in the 
Canadian federal public sector) established a Joint Task Force to address mental health in the workplace and 
seek input and feedback from a range of stakeholders. 

Building on the Joint Task Force’s findings and 
recommendations, a first-ever Federal Public Service 
Workplace Mental Health Strategy was created in 2016. 
The strategy advanced three key pillars: 1) change 
culture; 2) build capacity (tools and resources) and 3) 
measure and report. All Deputy Ministers were then 
asked to develop a mental health action plan tailored to 
their own workplace realities and imperatives consistent 
with the overarching principles of the Federal Strategy. 

Following the launch of this strategy, more than ninety 
Deputy Ministers signed a pledge to support mental 
health in the workplace with the goal of creating a 
culture that enshrines psychological health, safety 
and well-being in all aspects of the workplace through 
collaboration, inclusivity and respect. And every single 
one of my Annual Reports to the Prime Minister 
included mental health as a key priority for the Public 
Service of Canada. 
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https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/healthy-workplace/workplace-wellness/mental-health-workplace/technical-committee-report-steering-committee-mental-health-workplace-september-2015.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/healthy-workplace/workplace-wellness/mental-health-workplace/technical-committee-report-steering-committee-mental-health-workplace-september-2015.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/healthy-workplace/workplace-wellness/mental-health-workplace/federal-public-service-workplace-mental-health-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/healthy-workplace/workplace-wellness/mental-health-workplace/federal-public-service-workplace-mental-health-strategy.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/corporate/clerk/publications.html
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2. Formalize structures to advance our federal strategy 

Building on an established foundation already in place…

…. we grew the footprint of our tools and resources available to public servants. 

We integrated mental health and well-being into the core curriculum of the Canada School of Public 
Service with more than 22 mental health and wellness learning days for employees and supervisors to 
date. We also created an online GCcampus web landing page called Respectful and Inclusive Workplace 
(accessible only on the Government of Canada network) to host all mental health learning solutions for 
employees. 

In 2017, we established a Centre of Expertise on Mental Health in the Workplace to help organizations 
and employees address psychological health and safety in Canada’s Federal Public Service. The Centre 
helped organizations align with the National Standard of Canada for Psychological Health and Safety in 
the Workplace and created new networks to share best practices and raise awareness to drive uptake of the 
Centre’s resources.

In 2018, we dedicated additional resources to create healthy, safe and inclusive workplaces by establishing a 
Centre for Wellness, Inclusion and Diversity that will officially launch in spring 2019. The Centre’s activities 
and online platform will engage public service leaders at all levels, facilitate the exchange of leading 
practices and offer approaches to further change the culture. The Center will also advance new ways to 
think and talk about wellness, inclusion and diversity in Canada’s Public Service. 

Existing legislation that ensures Canadians with mental health issues receive 
equal treatment under the law (e.g. Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
[s. 15] and Canadian Human Rights Act [s. 25]), as well as our Labour and 
Employment legislation (e.g. Canada Labour Code);

Employee Assistance Program: a free, confidential hotline for employees and 
their families;

Benefits coverage for visits to psychologist (up to $2,000), medication and 
long-term disability. 

Strong foundation we built from:

2017 Workplace Mental Health checklist
 of Federal organizations revealed that:

APPOINTED A MENTAL HEALTH 
CHAMPION (OR CHAMPIONS)

OFFERED MENTAL HEALTH
AWARENESS SESSIONS

OFFERED MENTAL HEALTH
IN THE WORKPLACE TRAINING 

93% 96% 85%

https://learn-apprendre.csps-efpc.gc.ca/application/en/content/respectful-inclusive-workplace
https://www.canada.ca/workplace-wellness
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/what-we-do/workplace/national-standard
https://www.mentalhealthcommission.ca/English/what-we-do/workplace/national-standard
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3. Encourage grassroots engagement and innovation 

We recognized there was no way we could address such a personal, human and intimate issue through 
standard, organized responses alone. Public servants with first-hand experience with mental health issues 
can open a personal dialogue unlike any other. This is why we celebrated and encouraged grassroots 
employee and department-led innovations. 

43

canadian Innovation Centre for 
mental health in the workplace

1 2
Federal Speakers’ Bureau

Federal Informal Conflict Management
Systems Network

Todd Lyons Podcast

In 2018, Innovation, Science 
and Economic Development 
Canada creates an accessible, 
high-tech physical space for 
interactive discussions 
dedicated to mental health 

(accessible only on the Government of Canada network)

(accessible only on the Government of Canada network)

(accessible only on the Government 
of Canada network)

Offers alternative dispute resolution 
services

Supports employees to build and 
maintain healthy, respectful and 
supportive workplace relationships

29,740+ clients have received services 
since 2016

91% mediation resolution rate across 
55+ departments and agencies 

A public servant 
explores the human 
side of federal public 
service

Podcast explores 
mental health issues

40+ podcasts 
available for free on 
iTunes

Roster of public servants 
that share their lived 
experiences 

Contributes to open, 
stigma-free dialogue

Delivered 300+ 
testimonials to over 
60 departments

Employee 
and 

Departmental 
Innovations

Meet one of our speakers

Unfamiliar with mental illness, 
Neida Santini didn’t expect 
that being a 
‘perfectionist’ and going 
through significant 
trauma and losses in 
the past would 
sabotage her life.

Neida speaks about turning 
the darkest days of her life 
into a life changing opportunity filled with love, 
courage and humour.

https://gcconnex.gc.ca/groups/profile/30446025/canadian-innovation-centre-for-mental-health-in-the-workplace-centre-canadien-dinnovation-pour-la-sante-mentale-en-milieu-de-travail?language=en
http://intranet.canada.ca/hr-rh/hw-ms/ww-mmt/mhw-smt/fsbmh-bcfsm/sp-pp-eng.asp
http://www.gcpedia.gc.ca/wiki/ICMS_-_Welcome
https://itunes.apple.com/ca/podcast/toddcast/id1150946133
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4. Introduce sound accountability measures 

In 2015-16, deputy heads and executives were asked to develop performance objectives intended to 
demonstrate leadership in building healthy, respectful and supportive work environments. Performance 
management agreements incented leadership accountability for employee mental health and well-being 
through annual performance assessments. This has continued in every performance agreement since 2015. 
Deputy heads are also held accountable through an annual assessment of their departmental management 
practices and performance.

We introduced new mental health and well-being questions in the 2017 Public Service Employee Survey 
(PSES) to assess employee stress levels, determine if employees felt emotionally drained, identify stress 
factors and measure their overall sense of workplace psychological health. Importantly, we decided to 
conduct this survey annually to more regularly gauge the mental health of our employees and workplaces.

For the first time, the annual results from our 2018 Survey offer us the ability to assess how we have changed 
year-over-year. Key points of progress since last year include the number of employees who describe their 
workplace as:

Also worth noting—while not an increase—is the stable 80% response rate of public servants who believe 
their immediate supervisor: “seems to care about them as a person” consistent in 2017 and 2018. Another 
important statistic is the number of employees (80% in 2017 and 81% in 2018) who said their department or 
agency “treats them with respect”.

2
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17 67%

71%
56%

59%
74%

76%

Key points of progress
RESPONDENTS describe their workplace as:

DOING A GOOD JOB RAISING 
AWARENESS OF MENTAL 

HEALTH IN THE WORKPLACE

PSYCHOLOGICALLY
HEALTHY

SUPPORTIVE OF BALANCE FOR 
WORK AND PERSONAL LIFE

in 2018, 80% said their immediate supervisor
“seems to care about them as a person”.

in 2018, 81% said their department or agency
 “treats them with respect”.

https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/innovation/public-service-employee-survey/2017-public-service-employee-survey.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/innovation/public-service-employee-survey/2017-public-service-employee-survey.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/innovation/public-service-employee-survey.html
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Leadership accountability for issues affecting employee mental health also required us to consider the 
intersection points (e.g. diversity, inclusion and harassment) that can affect well-being in the workplace. 
In 2018, we launched a targeted review of the structures and supports in place to tackle harassment in the 
Public Service.

The resulting Safe Workspaces Report proposed targeted actions to strengthen our approach to 
preventing harassment, and enhance supports to all employees when harassment arises. This included the 
recommendation to put in place an Ombuds-type function to provide all employees with a trusted, safe 
space to discuss harassment without fear of reprisal and to help navigate existing systems. 

And finally, the passing of legislation to address harassment (Bill C-65) in 2018 was another watershed 
moment that further opened a dialogue to address mental health and wellness in the workplace by tackling 
harassment and discrimination. 

Have you been the victim of harassment on the job ?

HARASSMENT

In the
past two
years

In the past 
12 months 15%

2018

18%
2017

19%
2014

“Would describe their workplace as being psychologically healthy” 
—APEX Survey, 2017
“Would describe their workplace as being psychologically healthy” 
—APEX Survey, 2017

SURVEY COMPARISON OF WORKPLACE PsYCHOLOGICAL HEALTH
“a healthy atmosphere (e.g. trust, mutual respect) exists in my
work unit” —British Columbia Public Service Employee Survey, 2015

“I have a safe and healthy work environment” 
—Ontario Public Service Employee Survey, 2017

“a healthy atmosphere (e.g. trust, mutual respect) exists in my
work unit” —Yukon Public Service Employee Survey, 2017

“I would describe my workplace as 
being psychologically Healthy” —2018 PSES

2017 PSES

“I would describe my workplace as healthy, safe and supportive of
my emotional well-being” 
—Nova Scotia Public Service Engagement Survey, 2017

“The department cares about my well-being” 
—Ireland Civil Service Employee Engagement Survey, 2017

MENTAL HEALTH

53%

70%
68%
65%

56%

38%
47%

59%

https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/corporate/clerk/publications/safe-workspaces.html
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5. Develop inclusive, non-hierarchical governance 

There are risks to over-bureaucratizing a fundamentally human matter. That is why we introduced a unique 
governance model through the Clerk’s Contact Group on Mental Health in 2016. We built a team of subject 
matter experts from across the Public Service across different levels of the organization to provide unfiltered 
feedback direct from the frontlines. 

This Contact Group offers a unique opportunity to explore mental health realities from various vantage 
points on a regular basis. Guest speakers (from across and outside the Public Service) further contribute to 
this fluid and interactive governance structure. 

Embracing these non-hierarchical governance structures has been essential for strong stewardship with 
a goal of feeding the outcomes and conversations from these meetings back into the Public Service to 
accelerate change. The Clerk’s Contact Group online ‘Resources’ section shares relevant information from 
meetings to encourage further grassroots discussions on the topics raised by the Contact Group.  

In 2017, a Workplace Mental Health Performance Measurement Inter-Departmental Committee was first 
established to support Pillar Three of the Federal Mental Health Strategy (focused on measurement and 
reporting). The Steering Committee—co-chaired by Statistics Canada and Public Services and Procurement 
Canada—regularly engages departments from across the Public Service to co-develop a measurement 
approach on psychological health and safety (including a mental health scorecard) for all federal Public 
Service organizations.

To learn more about Canada’s Federal Public Service commitment 
and resources available, please visit:

•  Federal Public Service Workplace Mental Health Strategy; 
•  The Centre of Expertise on Mental Health in the Workplace; 
•  Canada School Mental Health Portal: Respectful and Inclusive
    Workplace (accessible only on the Government of Canada network);

•  Employee Assistance Program; 
•  Clerk’s Contact Group on Mental Health; 
•  Centre for Wellness, Inclusion and Diversity (upcoming).

Psychological health and safety
in the workplace is every employee’s right. 

Members of the Clerk’s Contact Group seek to bring front-line realities to the table

https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/corporate/clerk/contact-group-mental-health.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/healthy-workplace/workplace-wellness/mental-health-workplace/federal-public-service-workplace-mental-health-strategy.html
http://www.healthcanada.gc.ca/eas
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/topics/healthy-workplace/mental-health-workplace.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/corporate/clerk/contact-group-mental-health.html
https://learn-apprendre.csps-efpc.gc.ca/application/en/content/respectful-inclusive-workplace
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Way forward: Mental health essential part of public service renewal
We have just started to put ourselves on the map. Part of the work ahead is to get at the mindsets and 
behaviours that we model, encourage, and reward. This lies at the heart of our broader public service 
renewal agenda, under the umbrella of the Beyond2020 initiative.

The outcomes we are driving towards will be to create greater agility, deeper inclusion and a fundamentally 
better equipped public service. And renewal cannot be achieved without the health of its workforce. Going 
forward, the Public Service must be: 

There is no going back to mental health being a closed door, shameful or taboo topic.

It is our hope this report contributes to a broader, collective conversation that encourages others to share 
their own approaches and innovations so that together we may continue to grow and evolve. We are grateful 
to, and eager to learn from, all leaders equally committed to help usher in this new era together.

mindsets
&

behaviours

agile

inclusive equipped
Equip managers and 
employees with the 
mentoring, knowledge 
and critical resources 
to talk about mental 
health and give 
employees the support 
they need.

Be agile in responding to the many 
intersecting issues (like harassment or 
discrimination) that can impact 
employee mental health. We know 
mental health issues do not arise in a 
vacuum and so we must continue 
listening and adapt our response. 

Be more inclusive to ensure 
employees struggling with a 
mental health issue feel safe 
to share how they’re feeling 
and what they need—without 
fear of stigmatization. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/privy-council/services/blueprint-2020/beyond-2020.html

