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MENTAL
HEALTH IN THE
WORKPLACE:
FIGHTING
STIGMA THROUGH
CONVERSATION

One in five Canadians will face a mental health issue during
their lifetime — an issue touching more lives than diabetes or
even heart disease [1,5,6]. Yet mental health remains a taboo
subject for many and often goes undiscussed and unnoticed,
both at home and in the workplace.
For employers, the price of sweeping these matters under
the rug can be steep: Lost Productive Time (LPT) due to
mental health issues cost North American businesses billions
of dollars each year.
What can employers do to reduce costs associated with
unaddressed mental health issues in the workplace?

THE COST OF PRESENTEEISM
While absenteeism can easily be quantified because the
employee is simply not on site, presenteeism, relating to
hindered performance while an employee is in the workplace
but unwell, is more difficult to pinpoint.
Studies have shown that losses incurred by decreased
concentration and motivation, fatigue or faulty decisionmaking caused by depression can represent more than twice
the cost of absenteeism – in some cases adding up to more
than 20% of an employee’s salary [3].

A STIGMA STILL ALIVE AND WELL
Although employees with conditions such as cancer, diabetes
or heart disease typically use health benefits provided by
their employers, those dealing with mental health issues
often hesitate to do the same.
Because of the stigma attached to mental health issues, many
go to work while incapacitated by anxiety, depression or even
more serious issues rather than using a sick day for a nonphysical reason such as a mental health consultation – even
if it is covered by their employee benefit program. Virtual
healthcare apps with mental health services may provide a
solution for those suffering from mental or emotional health
challenges who are deterred by the prospect of an in-person
consult.
A survey by the Anxiety and Depression Association
of America [4] reports that 75% of those with an anxiety
disorder have not told their employers because they feared
it would be interpreted as a lack of interest in their work, that
it would affect their promotion opportunities or that it would
be recorded in their employee file.

CREATING A HEALTHY WORKPLACE
Developing mental health programs benefit both employers
and employees: A World Health Organization (WHO) study
estimates that for every $1 put into scaled up treatment for
common mental disorders, there is a return of $4 in improved
health and productivity [2].
A recent guide from the World Economic Forum suggests
that such programs should take a 3-step approach:
• Reduce work–related risk factors
Risk factors for mental health issues include poor
communication by management, low levels of support
for employees, inflexible working hours and unclear tasks
or organizational objectives. Workplace bullying and
psychological harassment are also commonly reported
causes of work-related stress and present risks to both
mental and physical health [2].
• Promote open communication
Although employees dealing with anxiety and depression can
benefit from improvements in their diet, sleep and exercise
regimens, focusing on these solutions alone often misses
the mark. For those suffering from mental health challenges,
something more than a to-do list is needed.
Steve Tizzard, an industrial worker who spent years developing
mental health awareness programs in his organization, offers
this insight: “What has the greatest effect on mental health
issues? Talking. Plain and simple talking. Once you do, things
will start to improve.”
Employers who wish to promote open communication in their
organization should send the message that mental health is
not a taboo subject and assure employees that talking about
it will not have a negative effect on their career opportunities
or evaluations.
• Provide Resources
Since mental health issues often go unreported, it is
important that employees be aware of resources available
to them and feel free to access these confidentially when
they are ready to do so. An employee facing a depressive
episode for the first time is not likely to immediately book
an appointment with a psychologist or to contact a virtual
mental healthcare provider. It may take some time for them
to recognize the symptoms of depression and work up the
courage to seek external help.

Human and technological resources departments can help
ease this process by facilitating early detection of mental
health issues, which can then be addressed before they take
a toll on employees’ health and productivity.
Access to virtual health tools, like the Medisys On-Demand
app, can help promote early intervention by giving employees
quick and confidential access to a health professional through
text and video chat, without the need to take time off for an
appointment.
Managers can also help in the early detection of mental
health issues by being trained to identify distress and mental
illness symptoms in employees.

Your year round, On-Demand virtual healthcare solution
With Medisys On-Demand, 24/7 virtual health consultations and episodic care services are available for all individuals and
their family members, keeping you healthy, happy, and productive.

As Steve Tizzard concludes, the key to successfully
addressing mental health in the workplace lies not only in
providing resources to employees, but in ensuring that they
feel free to ask for help when they need it:

“We spend so much time at work, and mental
health issues don’t discriminate; you can be
sure that they will come up no matter if it’s on
an oil rig in the middle of the Atlantic or in an
office building on Water Street in St. John’s. All
employees should have access to mental health
programs. We need to educate people that it’s
ok not to be ok, it’s just not ok to suffer in
silence and not ask for help.”

The Medisys On-Demand service includes:
• 24/7 text and video chat support from a team of healthcare practitioners
• Virtual prescription renewals, specialist referrals, and lab requisitions
• Complete and instant access to health records for consults over the app
• On-Demand virtual healthcare for your employees and their family members
References:
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Just because it’s legal, doesn’t mean it’s healthy, especially
when it comes to cannabis and the developing brain. There’s
a common misconception that because cannabis is “natural”
— and legal — it’s also somehow safe. Recent studies show
that there’s a growing number of people who aren’t aware of
the risks and long-term consequences of using cannabis, of
which there can be many.
Unfortunately, one of the groups most susceptible to lasting
damage from cannabis use is also the demographic that
uses it the most — adolescents. With legalization in Canada,
it’s never been more important to educate adolescents that
natural and legal do not mean healthy or safe.

CANNABIS USE IS ON THE RISE
IN CANADA

HOW
CANNABIS
AFFECTS A
DEVELOPING
BRAIN
By Amra Dizdarevic, Family Nurse Practitioner, Copeman

Canadian adolescents have the highest rate of cannabis use
in the developed world. For example, Canadian youth ranked
first for cannabis use among 43 countries and regions across
Europe and North America. One-third of Canadian youth
(regardless of gender) tried cannabis at least once by age 15.
Colorado, where cannabis was legalized in January 2014, has
recently reported one of the highest state prevalences for
cannabis use in adolescents, while other states experienced
a decline in use during the same period.
Studies show that when perception of cannabis’s risk drops,
use of the drug rises quickly. In Canada, the perceived
dangers of cannabis have been declining over the last
decade. In 2014, less than 40 per cent of high school seniors
said they believed regular cannabis use was risky, the lowest
that number has been since the 1970s.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, cannabis use among Canadian
adolescents has been on the rise over the past few decades.
Based on the Canadian Community Health Survey, use by
Canadians ages 15 years and older almost doubled between
1985 and 2015. There’s also a sizeable portion of the nation’s
youth who use cannabis on a frequent basis. According to a
recent study by the Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse,
10 per cent of grade 12 students smoke cannabis every day.

EFFECTS OF CANNABIS ON THE
ADOLESCENT BRAIN
The brain continues to develop until the age of 25 or 26.
During this period of neurodevelopment, the brain is thought
to be particularly sensitive to damage from drug exposure,
making adolescents uniquely susceptible to lasting damage
from cannabis use.

The last region of the brain to fully develop is the prefrontal
cortex, which is critical to planning and judgment. Regular
cannabis use during the developmental period has been
shown to impair this section of the brain and its functions,
such as attention, memory, motor coordination, learning and
decision-making.
Numerous studies associate regular cannabis use with a bleak
set of life outcomes including poor academic performance,
increased welfare dependence, greater unemployment,
addiction and lower life satisfaction and achievement.

CANNABIS USE AND MENTAL HEALTH
Being a teenager can be challenging and research shows
that young Canadians admit to turning to cannabis to cope
and self-medicate. Accessing cannabis can be easier for
teenagers suffering from anxiety or depression than seeking
help. According to a study by Lancet Psychiatry, nearly every
high school student knows of someone who smokes and
about 60% know where these smokers get their cannabis
from.
However, according to Dr. Wei-Yi Song, president of the
Canadian Psychiatric Association (CPA), regular cannabis
use can actually “increase the risk of developing a primary
psychotic disorder as well as other mental health issues such
as depression in those who are already vulnerable to these
disorders.”
Research has also indicated that frequent use of cannabis
at an early age can be a contributing factor to the cause of
psychosis, and depending on the dosage or frequency of
consumption, schizophrenia can emerge.

WHAT’S THE SOLUTION?
If we want to see a decline in adolescent cannabis use,
schools, parents and health care providers all have a
responsibility to communicate the risks associated with
cannabis. Speaking to your children early and often about
the hazards of cannabis is key to creating awareness. Ask
about their friends and whether they are using cannabis, and
then explore your child’s beliefs about it and whether they
would use it if offered.

NEED HELP BROACHING THE SUBJECT?
Your physicians and nurse practitioners at Medisys can offer
guidance on this important topic. Click here to learn more
about our health services.

NINE TIPS

FOR TALKING TO CHILDREN
ABOUT SUBSTANCE USE
By Mary Polychronas, Psychologist, Medisys Montreal

Parents are the most important influence in a child’s life.
Starting the conversation with your teen can be uncomfortable
for both sides, but keep in mind that knowledge is power.
Having this conversation can help your teen make better
decisions and feel free to come to you when needed.

Here are 9 tips for talking to your teen about
cannabis and other substances:
1. Inform your teen that you have something to discuss with
them. Choose a place without distractions that is preferable
to your child.
2. Know the facts about drugs PRIOR to the discussion with
your teen. Try not to discuss irrational fears that can create
unnecessary anxiety for you or your teen. Take the time to
understand and address your concerns regarding your child.
You can discuss these with a friend, partner or therapist
beforehand.
3. Approach the topic with a sense of interest and curiosity
rather than accusation. Remember that experimentation is
normal during adolescence. You and your teen can discuss
what that means and set boundaries.

4. Avoid providing fact sheets from organizations with a
biased agenda. Instead use impartial literature to obtain
facts.
5. Ask your teen about THEIR concerns regarding drugs and
alcohol. Discuss and address those issues openly and calmly.
Let your child know that they can be open and honest with
you. Remind them that you have their safety in mind.
6. Make your position clear on tobacco, alcohol and drugs.
Don’t assume that your teen knows where you stand.
7. Be HONEST about what you know and don’t know. Have
FAITH that your child will make mistakes but with a loving
and supportive family, things will turn out all right.
8. Think carefully before rummaging through your
teen’s backpack, room or cell phone. The potential harm may
outweigh any gains. Your relationship with your teen is most
important.
9. If you are unsure of how to handle this discussion, ask a
therapist or a youth addiction counsellor. Ideally, you can
begin this type of conversation years before your child
reaches adolescence. However, it is never too late to start
talking about drugs and alcohol.

Mary Polychronas is a licensed Psychologist in private practice, member of the Ordre des Psychologues du Quebec
(OPQ) and the American Psychological Association (APA). She works with school-aged children, adolescents and
adults. Her areas of interest are: anxiety, depression, anger management, Attention Deficit Disorder with or without
hyperactivity (ADD/ADHD), behavior management, mood disorders, Oppositional Defiant Disorder (ODD), relationship
issues, self-esteem, special needs population (i.e. Down’s Syndrome, Autism…), substance abuse, seasonal affective
disorder and work related issues, including progressive return to work. She provides support to families and consults
with organizations as needed. Would you like to book an appointment with Dr. Polychronas? Send an email to marypoly@
yahoo.com to request more information or to book an appointment.
Helpful Resources:
https://www.drugfreekidscanada.org/wp-content/uploads/pdf/Cannabis-Talk-Kit_EN.pdf
Teenmentalhealth.org
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/substance-use/talking-about-drugs/talking-with-teenagers-about-drugs.
html?utm_source=canada.ca&utm_medium=ask-quest-list-en&utm_content=talk-to-my-teen&utm_campaign=cannabis-18
http://www.heretohelp.bc.ca/workbook/cannabis-use-and-youth-a-parents-guide
https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/cannabis-facts-teens/letter-to-teens
https://drugfree.org/article/how-to-talk-about-cannabis/

WORLD

CANCER DAY:

Although 9.6 million people die from cancer every year, we
now know that at least one third of common cancers are
preventable. Each year on February 4th, World Cancer Day
empowers people by increasing access to information and
knowledge about cancer and increasing awareness on how
to prevent cancer and reduce risk.
Cervical cancer is one of the most highly preventable cancers.
However, in 2017, an estimated 1550 Canadian women were
diagnosed with cervical cancer and sadly 400 women died
from it, making cervical cancer the 4th most common
reproductive cancer in Canadian women today.
Cervical cancer is a malignant tumour that starts in the
cells of the cervix. Malignant means that it can spread, or
metastasize, to other parts of the body. Cells in the cervix
sometimes change and no longer grow or behave normally.
Changes to cells of the cervix can also cause precancerous
conditions. This means that these cells are not yet cancer, but
there is a chance that these abnormal cells might become
cancerous if not treated. Most women with precancerous
changes of the cervix are successfully treated and don’t
develop cancer.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PAP TEST
Most cervical cancers are diagnosed in women who have
never been screened or have not been screened regularly.
Screening is the only way to detect the early changes that
might lead to cervical cancer. “I can’t emphasize enough
how important is to have a PAP test”, says Dr. Brown. In
Ontario, PAP tests are recommended at the age of 21, if the
individual has ever been sexually active. If the test is normal,
then screening should be done every three years.

HPV AND CERVICAL CANCER CAN BE
PREVENTED
The main risk factor for developing cervical cancer is being
exposed to the sexually transmitted human papilloma virus
(HPV) that can infect the cervix. Thus, another way to
protect against cancer is to get vaccinated against HPV. It is
the most common sexually transmitted infection with more
than 40 types of HPV contracted through sexual intercourse,

ENDING CERVICAL CANCER

By Dr. Vivien Brown, VP Medical Affairs, Medisys Toronto

genital skin-to-skin contact and oral sex. And although most
people who are exposed to HPV will clear the virus through
the immune system response, persistent HPV, can lead to
multiple cancers. These cancers affect both sexes and include
the penis, vulva, vagina, cervix, rectum, anus and throat.
As for many other cancers, quitting smoking helps reduce
your risk of cervical cancer as nicotine plays a role in the
development of cervical cancer.
Although we are fortunate in Canada to have access to
government-funded healthcare, there are millions of women
in Canada who still do not get regular PAP tests and/or a HPV
vaccination. We now immunize both boys and girls in the
school system across the country, which is very important.
But there is no age limit on exposure, no age limit for being
vaccinated.
Prevention is the best way to reduce your chances of facing
a serious illness. Speak with your Medisys physician and
receive your PAP test during a Preventive Health Assessment.
Consider your personal risk for HPV exposure and discuss
the vaccine.
Australia, with high levels of vaccine use has announced
that cervical cancer will no longer be a public health concern
by 2024 as there are less and less cases. They will have
effectively eradicated cervical cancer. Let’s make Canada
the second country in the world to be able to make such an
announcement. We have the tools, let us use them.

Click here for more information or to book an appointment.

Shovelling causing
you aches and pains?

Studies have shown that about 85% of working people can expect to experience lower back pain.
Who can afford to do more damage while clearing our sidewalks and driveway of snow?

Protect yourself this winter. Download the
Medisys Pre-Shovelling Warm-Up Poster!

Source: Hoy D, Bain C, Williams G, March L, Brooks P, Blyth F, Woolf A, Vos T, Buchbinder R. A systematic review of the global
prevalence of low back pain. Arthritis Rheum. 2012 Jun;64(6):2028-37. doi: 10.1002/art.34347. Epub 2012 Jan 9. Review

