
UNDERSTANDING MENTAL 
HEALTH
HOW TO SUPPORT YOURSELF AND OTHERS

E R I C A  A L T O M A R E ,  W O R K P L A C E  W E L L B E I N G  L E A R N I N G  S P E C I A L I S T

U B C  H R



LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

We acknowledge that our UBC workplaces are 
situated on the traditional, ancestral, and 
unceded territory of the Musqueam, Squamish 
and Tsleil-Waututh people.
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SESSION OVERVIEW

• Grounding the Space

• Mental Health Literacy 101

o Mental health vs. mental illness

o Stigma & language

o Ways to support (self, others)

o Self-care for mental wellbeing
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TESTING…1…2…3
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OUR PATH FORWARD…
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Wellbeing: A positive state, 
where we are able to reach 

our full potential in life.
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WELLBEING AT UBC

UBC 
Strategic 

Plan

Inclusion 
Action Plan

Wellbeing 
Strategic 

Framework

Indigenous 
Strategic 

Plan
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Mental Health: The capacity of 
each and all of us to feel, think, 

and act in ways that enhance our 
ability to enjoy life and deal with 

the challenges we face.
- Public Health Agency of Canada
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UNDERSTANDING MENTAL HEALTH

• We all have mental health!

• It is influenced by sleep, stress, relationships, physical 

health, etc.

• Mental Health: The capacity of each and all of us to feel, 

think, and act in ways that enhance our ability to enjoy life 

and deal with the challenges we face.
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UNDERSTANDING MENTAL ILLNESS

• In any given year, 1 in 5 Canadians experience a mental 

illness or addiction problem (20%).

• By age 40, 1 in 2 Canadians have, or have had, a 

mental illness (50%).

• Mental illness is a leading cause of disability in Canada.

• 47% of workplace disability claims are related to 

mental illness.

• It is possible for people living with mental illness to lead 

healthy, happy and meaning lives. 

• Mental illnesses can be treated effectively.
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UNDERSTANDING MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS

• 70% of mental health problems have their onset during 

childhood or adolescence.

• Only 1 in 7 Canadians use health benefits/services for 

psychological support annually (14%).

• Mind-body connection:

• People with long-term medical conditions (e.g. 

chronic pain) are more likely to experience mental 

health problems. 

• Conversely, people with chronic mental health 

problems are at higher risk of developing long-term 

medical conditions.
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UNDERSTANDING RISK FACTORS

Factors that impact mental health

Strong social network

Limited access to education, safe 
housing

Unemployment

Poverty

Illness, disability

Neglect/lack of parenting

Trauma/traumatic life 
events/intergenerational trauma

Substance use

Emotional/physical abuse

Chronic stress

Self-belief

Loss/grief

Bullying/harassment

Discrimination and stigma related 
to race, gender, sexuality, ability, 

etc.

Colonialism & systemic racism

Confidence

Supportive relationships & 
communities

Effective coping strategies

Safe & reliable housing

Supportive parenting

Good problem solving skills

Physical & psychological safety

Access to education

Steady employment
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MENTAL HEALTH CONTINUUM

The Mental Health Continuum Model from the Mental Health Commission of Canada
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ACTIVITY

Finish the following statements:

1) I feel in the yellow, orange, red when....

[e.g. Conflict with someone; loss of a loved one/pet; a set-back at work]

2) I feel in the green when…

[e.g. I get 6+ hours of sleep a night; I laugh at a funny movie; I ask for help]

• You will need two post-it notes, or small pieces of scrap paper.
• We will spend 1-2 minutes reflecting individually
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I  FEEL IN THE YELLOW, ORANGE, RED WHEN...
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I  FEEL IN THE GREEN WHEN…
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STIGMA

Fear and misinformation

Lack of knowledge about mental 

health problems/illnesses

Perpetuates negative stereotypes, 

and impacts how people think feel 

and act towards others who are 

different. 
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UNDERSTANDING STIGMA

Self

StructuralPublic

Prejudice (negative attitudes and 

beliefs towards self or people)

Discrimination (actions, 

policies, rules that may deny 

basic rights or treat people 

unfairly)
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MENTAL ILLNESS IN THE MEDIA

• The majority of people who are violent do not have a mental illness.

• People with mental illnesses are 2.5x more likely to be victims of violence 

(1 in 4 annually).

• Media portrayals can be so powerful, they override our own personal 

experiences.

• Exposure to one media image of violence + mental illness = 

increased fear that this group is likely to harm others.
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OUR LANGUAGE MATTERS
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OUR LANGUAGE MATTERS
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OUR LANGUAGE MATTERS
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OUR LANGUAGE MATTERS
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OUR LANGUAGE MATTERS
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OUR LANGUAGE MATTERS
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OUR LANGUAGE MATTERS
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WHY STIGMA MATTERS

Stigma is the #1 barrier to 

seeking help and support.
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THE 3 R’S

Recognize
• signs of 

distress or a 
mental health 
problem

Respond • with concern 
and empathy

Refer • to available 
resources

All of this information can be found in 
the Orange Folder: Assisting 

staff/faculty in Distress
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Tips:

• If possible, move to a discrete and appropriate environment.

• Express concern and be specific about the signs and behaviours you’ve noticed 

• (i.e. “I’ve noticed you don’t seem like yourself at work lately.”)

• Use the following Good Contact Techniques to help someone feel heard: 

• Strength IDs – It takes a lot of strength and bravery to share what you’ve 

been through….

• Strong Feeling Words – That’s devastating / heart breaking.

• Tentafiers – I’m hearing that… or It sounds like…

• Validations – It’s understandable that you are feeling helpless after…

Taken from Crisis Text Line, Crisis Responder Training 

It’s okay to be uncertain about how to respond. 
You don’t need to have all the answers. 

Being there to support your colleagues is often the most 
valuable thing that you can do.
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WHAT IF SOMEONE DISCLOSES?

❑ Listen with empathy

❑ Reassure them that support resources are available

❑ Avoid giving advice

❑ Respect their privacy/keep information confidential

• mental illness diagnosis
• physical health condition
• mental health problem
• past trauma that they have 

experienced*

*In need of support for someone who has experienced sexual assault or other forms of sexual violence? Visit UBC’s Sexual Violence 
and Response (SVPRO) office website for more info.

https://svpro.ubc.ca/
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BUILDING EMPATHY

www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw
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BUILDING EMPATHY

Says

What language and tone 

are they using to say it?

Your colleague Chris is recently back at work after a short leave of absence.  While you’ve not 

spoken directly with Chris about the situation, you’ve heard through a few colleagues that it 

was due to mental health problems.  Chris is a member of your team and you will be working 

closely together on a number of projects. 

In the first few meetings you have, you notice that Chris remains quiet, doesn’t contribute to 

the conversation and expresses concern about their ability to support the project.  You feel 

under a lot of pressure and are not sure what to do. 

Thinks

How might they interpret 

what is happening? 

Does

What behaviours, actions, or 

body language are they using?

Feels

What emotions might arise 

as a result of the situation?
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Your role is not to diagnose or treat, but you can share that confidential help is 

available. The earlier someone gets support, the better the outcome. 

If a colleague does not want help:

• Respect their decision. Accepting 
assistance must be left up to the 
individual, except in 
emergencies.

• If they change their mind, they 
can access resources in the 
future.
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FOSTERING SELF-CARE

Self-care refers to the cultivation of self, focused on nurturing our personal needs and 

allowing ourselves to relax, regenerate and recharge in meaningful ways.
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WHAT DOES SELF CARE LOOK LIKE TO YOU?
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COMMUNITY CARE

Within a group of people self care 

refers to creating and maintaining 

safe and supportive environments

where asking for help or offering 

help is encouraged.



46



47

COMPLETING THE STRESS CYCLE

Find strategies and practice skills that target your nervous system during 

times of high stress, challenge or overwhelm.

• Physical Activity

• Comfort Person(s)

• Affection

• Breathing

• Crying

• Creativity

• Laughter

Taken from: Burnout by Amelia Nagoski, Emily Nagoski

https://www.google.com/search?sa=X&bih=577&biw=1280&rlz=1C1GCEB_enCA991CA993&hl=en&sxsrf=APq-WBvhlIwLm2rd-KvQtQv1KfiJJubhOA:1648152031128&q=Amelia+Nagoski&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAOPgE-LVT9c3NEwrtMhIzk3OVYJyDapKcgsNzbVkspOt9JPy87P1y4syS0pS8-LL84uyrRJLSzLyixax8jnmpuZkJir4JabnF2dn7mBl3MXOxMEIAE_KkMFXAAAA&ved=2ahUKEwiFpefixN_2AhXkDzQIHQt2AwUQmxMoAXoECBkQAw
https://www.google.com/search?sa=X&bih=577&biw=1280&rlz=1C1GCEB_enCA991CA993&hl=en&sxsrf=APq-WBvhlIwLm2rd-KvQtQv1KfiJJubhOA:1648152031128&q=Emily+Nagoski&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAOPgE-LVT9c3NEwrtMhIzk3OVYJwkyrLK3KMspO1ZLKTrfST8vOz9cuLMktKUvPiy_OLsq0SS0sy8osWsfK65mbmVCr4JabnF2dn7mBl3MXOxMEIAGyfZpVWAAAA&ved=2ahUKEwiFpefixN_2AhXkDzQIHQt2AwUQmxMoAnoECBkQBA
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KEY RESOURCES TO SUPPORT EMPLOYEE MENTAL HEALTH AND 
RESILIENCE 

Key Resources for Supporting Staff and Faculty Mental Health

Mental Health Resources and Supports for Faculty and Staff [Psychological services are 
available through Employee Family Assistance Program and Extended Health Benefits] and for 
For Managers, Heads, Deans
Substance use and addiction support resources for Faculty and Staff

Key Resources for Supporting Workplace Wellbeing

Workplace Wellbeing Ambassadors Program
Healthy Workplace Initiative Fund (deadline of May 30)
Not Myself Today (CMHA) Initiative and Digital Portal
Training and Education
For support in strategic thinking, planning, facilitating action and measuring and evaluating 
workplace wellbeing, complete our Workplace Wellbeing Consulting Services request form

Other Resources

Coaching at UBC
Stay at work/return to work program
Early Alert

https://hr.ubc.ca/health-and-wellbeing/mental-health/staff-and-faculty-mental-health-resources
https://hr.ubc.ca/benefits/benefit-plan-details/employee-family-assistance-program
https://hr.ubc.ca/benefits/benefit-plan-details/extended-health-benefits
https://hr.ubc.ca/managers-admins/managing-and-leading/health-workplace/mental-health-tools-and-resources-managers
https://hr.ubc.ca/health-and-wellbeing/mental-health/substance-use-and-addiction-support-resources
https://hr.ubc.ca/health-and-wellbeing/workplace-wellbeing-ambassador-program
https://hr.ubc.ca/health-and-wellbeing/healthy-workplace-initiatives-program
https://hr.ubc.ca/health-and-wellbeing/mental-health/not-myself-today
https://hr.ubc.ca/health-and-wellbeing/mental-health/training-demand-workshops-and-consulting-services
https://ubc.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9QrEsJbuAAp6iMJ
https://hr.ubc.ca/career-development/coaching-staff-and-faculty
https://hr.ubc.ca/health-and-wellbeing/working-injury-illness-or-disability
https://facultystaff.students.ubc.ca/systems-tools/early-alert
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HOMEWORK

1) MH continuum self-check (5-7 minutes)

2) Find a news article that talks about mental health, mental 

health problems or mental illness. Does it use person first 

language? Any examples that stand out (positive or negative)?

3) Locate and save a copy of the Orange Folder

4) Do at least 5 minutes of self-care today

All homework activities and resources 
are in Canvas 

https://theworkingmind.ca/continuum-self-check
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