
Guarding Minds @ Work: A guide to 

workplace psychological safety and health

Dr. Merv Gilbert, R.Psych. 

Gilbert Acton Consulting | Faculty of Health Sciences, SFU

PNWER Health Care Working Group | Special Symposium

July 18, 2010 | Calgary, Alberta



A comprehensive set of tools to assist employers 

to ASSESS the psychological health and safety of 

their workplace,  ADDRESS identified issues, and 

EVALUATE the effectiveness of their responses.

Free
Evidence-

Based

Accessible Universal

http://www.guardingmindsatwork.com/
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Love and 

work are the 

cornerstones 

of our 

humanness



But on the other hand…



“Therein we have one of the 

fundamental paradoxes we face today: 

Work is good for your mental health 

and work can make you crazy”

Out of the Shadows at Last:

Transforming Mental Health, Mental Illness and Addiction Services in 

Canada (2006)

Standing Senate Committee on Social Affairs, Science and Technology

Honourable Michael J. L. Kirby, Chair



Why does this matter to Canadian 

employers?

Making the case

http://www.bizwaremagic.com/corporate_business_gifts_files/businesscase.jpg




Presenteeism

Absenteeism

Extended Benefits

Disability Premiums

Lost Productivity



National Standards

Regulatory 
agency 

requirements

Court 
settlements



The mediating factor…
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Workplace Stress Contributors

Work Environment:

• High workload and little control

• Lack of perceived support and recognition

• Change (positive or negative)

Employee Factors:

• Poor problem solving skills

• Poor interpersonal skills

• Poor stress management skills (work and home)



PSYCHOSOCIAL RISKS are organizational 

factors that impact psychological safety 

and health of employees.

There are twelve psychosocial risks (PSR-12) identified by  

GM@W, derived via:

•Consultation (employers, researchers, international experts)

•Review of the literature (scientific and professional)

•Focus groups (Quebec City, Toronto, Calgary, Vancouver)



PSR1: Psychological Support

PSR2: Organizational Culture

PSR3: Clear Leadership & Expectations
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PSR4: Civility & Respect

PSR5: Psychological Job Fit

PSR6: Growth & Development



PSR7: Recognition & Reward

PSR8: Involvement & Influence

PSR9: Workload Management
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PSR10: Engagement

PSR11: Balance

PSR12: Psychological Protection



Early 
Detection

Risk 
Reduction

Appropriate 
Action



A Psychologically Safe & 
Healthy Workplace = a work 
environment that promotes employees'
psychological well-being and allows no 
harm to employee mental health in 
negligent, reckless or intentional ways



1 in 5 (19%) Canadian employees feel at 

psychological risk in their workplace, but, new tool 

suggests 3 in 10 (29%) may actually be at risk 

Sector
Serious  

Concerns

Significant 

Concerns

Total % 

Reporting Risk

Manufacturing 5% 33% 38%

Public administration 3% 29% 32%

Health care and social assistance 4% 28% 32%

Retail trade 4% 24% 28%

Finance and insurance 2% 22% 24%
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33%

59%

32%

33%

4%

6%

5%

7%

2%

4%

4%

TOTAL

PSR-1: Psychological Support

PSR-2: Organizational Culture

PSR-3: Clear Leadership & Expectations

PSR-4: Civility & Respect

PSR-5: Psychological Job Fit

PSR-6: Growth & Development

PSR-7: Recognition & Reward

PSR-8: Involvement & Influence

PSR-9: Workload Management

PSR-10: Engagement

PSR-11: Balance

PSR-12: Psychological Protection

5-9 (Serious Concerns) 10-13 (Significant Concerns) 14-16 (Moderate Concerns) 17-20 (Minimal Concerns)

Base: All respondents n=6,804
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ASSESSMENT 
TOOLS

 Organizational 
Audit

 Initial Scan

 PSR-12  
Employee Survey

ACTION 
STRATEGIES

 Risk Report Card

 Action Responses

 Action Planning 
Worksheet 

EVALUATION 
CRITERIA

 Evaluation 
Planning Worksheet



Screen shot: Page 2





PSR 1: Assessment Survey results



PSR 1: Psychological Support Actions

• Work Environment (norms, values & practices)  

e.g. mental health promotion

• Training & Development: e.g. manager training

• Communication e.g. maintain contact with 

employees off work due to MH concerns

• Formal programs and policies e.g. RTW plans 

include relapse management

• ????



Evaluation

1.Determine purpose (QI, accountability, cost-

effectiveness, uptake)

2.Gather participants (employees, management , 

union)

3. Identify short and long term indicators (practical, 

realistic,  relevant, modifiable)

4.Collect and analyze your data

5.Modify your action plans as needed

6.Keep going!



Thank You

Questions?

www.guardingmindsatwork.ca

mervgilbert@gilbertacton.com

http://www.guardingmindsatwork.ca/

