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LEADERSHIP

Creating a world of difference
with Fisher Leadership

GOVERNANCE

Across each of our businesses, we specialise in
leading future facing talent solutions for
organisations making a difference to real world
challenges.

KEY EXTRACTS

Curating the right mix of diverse leaders around
the decision-making tables of the future is critical.
Diverse mindsets generate better debate, better
risk management and better strategy. In the
knowledge economy, the mindset of our leaders
is a vital enabler.
Our Mental Health and Wellbeing practice
operates as part of CogNative Solutions, working
with leaders to take a preventative approach to
mental health. The way we think will define the
way we work. And the way we work will define
our future.
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ACTION

Executive Summary

INVESTMENT

Contents:

2

Breathing Space advocate,
Former CEO Beyond Blue & Lifeline.

The World Health Organisation defines mental
health as “a state of well-being in which an
individual realizes their own abilities, can cope
with the normal stresses of life, work productively
and able to make a contribution to community”.3
We know that to be able to work productively is
crucial for good mental health. Conversely, work
that does not ensure psychological safety
costs billions to our economy and can result in
personal cost with a lifelong impact.

Explored further throughout this paper:
LEADERSHIP: Engaged leaders are vital to
ensure psychological safety and provide a
clear path to action.
GOVERNANCE: CEOs, Boards, and organisations
have a legal responsibility and duty of care to
ensure a workplace is psychologically safe – yet
many struggle to know where to begin.
COST AND INVESTMENT: While mental ‘ill
health’ is costing business billions per annum, the
return on investment for proactive mental health
strategies is rewarding.
CALL TO ACTION: Fisher Leadership is working
with directors and executives to provide
evidence based, practical actions and tailored
programs.
While more research into preventative
workplace mental health strategies is underway,
we hope our curation of extracts from relevant
reports combined with key actions and initiatives
helps leaders move confidently forward
towards a mentally healthy and productive
workplace.

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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ACTION

During these past 30 years there have been many
reports and enquiries. The difference with the
release of the Australian Government Productivity
Commission Mental Health Report1 and the
Victorian Royal Commission into Mental Health2 is
that both reports agree that mental health is a
systemic problem that must be addressed
urgently, and funding has been committed to
address the recommendations by both State and
Federal governments. The voices of people with
lived experience are being heard and are driving
informed change. At the same time, a stronger
legislative framework has been adopted to
reinforce individual and organisational
responsibilities.

INVESTMENT

We now know that there is no overall health
without good mental health.

The highest performing workplaces have one
thing in common: psychological safety. When
people feel safe, they are engaged and
committed to their work, and this builds
organisational resilience.

KEY EXTRACTS

Achieving parity between mental health and
physical health, both in our health system and in
community attitudes has had a long and painful
history. It was only 30 years ago that we began to
move people with a mental illness out of
institutions back into the community. Sadly, for
many, the community supports were not
available, and our societal attitudes stigmatised
and further alienated people with a mental illness
including in the workplace.

Disclosure of a mental health condition remains
very low in most workplaces4. A psychologically
safe culture that promotes mental health must
first be championed by leaders. This includes
Boards as well as Executives. It can no longer be
the responsibility of the Human Resources team
alone. Strong governance, risk management and
investment is crucial particularly in the face of
an event such as the current pandemic when
increased vigilance must to be sustained.

GOVERNANCE

DAWN O’NEIL AM

Mental health is the currency of the knowledge
economy, underpinning key drivers such as
innovation, collaboration, productivity and
inclusion.

LEADERSHIP

Executive Summary

LEADERSHIP

Purpose

GOVERNANCE
KEY EXTRACTS

Leadership

Why
mental
health at
work
matters

INVESTMENT

Psychological safety is a common factor in the highest performing workplaces. Conversely,
burnout and mental ‘ill health’ is costing business billions of dollars per annum. Our working
world is changing faster than ever before. The global pandemic, hybrid working, and
accelerated technology adoption all impact our mental health. A mentally fit workforce is
vital for Australian economic participation and productivity. Increasingly we compete in the
knowledge economy, operating in markets where cognitive ability and sound decisionmaking are a core competitive advantage. Maintaining good mental health, under pressure,
is an essential skill leaders need to strengthen, for themselves and their teams. Add to this
the necessity to collaborate in an increasingly diverse, complex and interconnected world, its
clear that good mental health is vital when it comes to our future living standards, domestic
economy and global competitiveness.

ACTION

As well as the Productivity Commission and Victorian Royal Commission reports, the
latest Federal Budget signalled the importance of this challenge with the commitment of
$2.3 billion dollars into mental health services and prevention initiatives.5 Change is reliant on
a coordinated systemic approach that includes business leaders and workplaces.
Government can't do this alone. Now is the time for all business leaders to step up to meet
this challenge.
CEOs, Boards, and organisations have a legal responsibility and duty of care to ensure a
workplace is psychologically safe for all employees. With a greater spotlight on the legal
obligations, there is a growing body of research, new risk frameworks and best practice
guides being developed to help support organisations. The establishment of tools and
resources will assist leaders to mitigate risk and support a proactive workplace mental health
strategy, reinforcing a psychologically safe environment.
Studies completed on return on investment (ROI) for preventative programs in workplaces
demonstrate that for every dollar invested returns are positive, as high as eleven dollars.6
Ensuring psychological safety and supporting good mental health in the workplace is a
leadership and business imperative that can no longer be ignored.
Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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LEADERSHIP

CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES
Leadership: the greatest challenge and
opportunity for workplace mental health.
We have known for a long time that the cost of
mental illness is significant in workplaces. Why
has more not been done?

GOVERNANCE

Statistically 20% of leaders are likely to be
experiencing mental ill health at any one time.
Evidence is growing that particularly at
leadership level, heightened pressure,
responsibility and professional concerns mean
leaders have difficulty seeking help when
needed or role modelling help seeking and
disclosure for their teams.

58% of executives said they found it difficult to
speak about their own mental health (Bupa,
2018)8.

•

Only 73% of leaders think they are usually role
models for good mental health and wellbeing
practices (Deloitte, 2019)9.

•

67% of CEOs were significantly concerned
about finding balance between the pressure
of work and wellbeing (CEO Report, 2015)10.

Since the COVID pandemic the stressors on
leaders have generally increased, further
reinforcing the need for leaders to invest in
ensuring psychological safety for themselves
and their employees.

Annual mental health compensation
equates to approximately $543 million in
workers’ compensation11.
The Financial Services Council (FSC)
reported that mental illness is now the
highest cause of claim for total permanent
disability (TPD) costing life insurers $1.24
billion in 201912. Post pandemic, mental
health claims have doubled. Leaders need
to understand the cost of mental health
inaction, weighed against investment in
preventative and early intervention. “Early
intervention helps consumers recover from
mental health issues, and consumers that
recover quicker in turn helps the industry
manage its sustainability and affordability –
it’s all linked.”13.

ACTION

•

COMMERCIAL IMPERATIVE

INVESTMENT

Research pre-COVID pandemic identified a
growing need to proactively address the impact
of mental illness on business leaders:

KEY EXTRACTS

Research shows that 1 in 5 Australians will have
a mental illness each year and almost 50 per cent
of Australian workers have had a mental illness in
their lifetime7. In lieu of organisational leadership
and clear processes, stigma and fear around
disclosure exacerbates the impact on employees
and other factors such as loss of productivity,
absenteeism and presenteeism become more
difficult to address.

Leading a psychologically safe workplace,
requires leaders to objectively consider
their own and their team’s mental health in
the context of the commercial risks and
opportunities present. Inaction bears a
significant cost.

Growing insurance and workers’
compensation claims provide a
clear mandate. Each year 7,200
Australians are compensated
for work-related mental
health conditions.

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021
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A BOARD’S EYE VIEW
LEADERSHIP

CEOs, Boards, and organisations have a
legal responsibility to ensure
psychological safety.

Governance

GOVERNANCE

The legislation for a psychologically safe
workplace has been developed to guide
organisations, boards, and CEOs to comply with
regulatory authorities regarding psychological
injury. In many ways the legislation represents
what the minimum requirements are, rather than
promoting or outlining a gold standard for
psychologically healthy environments.
Workplace Health & Safety (WHS) law imposes a
duty to protect workers from psychological risks
as well as physical risks and to make sure work is
safe for those returning after a psychological
illness.

KEY EXTRACTS

It is now essential that Boards develop expertise
and 'guardrails' in order to support their
leadership team to invest in systemic changes to
support an organisational culture that prevents
psychological risk. Board obligations are clear
and require a risk management as well as
cultural leadership approach.

INVESTMENT

Penalties for non-compliance with WHS laws can
be significant, including fines and prison
sentences. While penalties and legislation vary
by state, laws across Australia are largely similar
in content and effect.
Psychological safety is now on par with physical
safety. There are substantial implications for
serious breaches of workplace health and safety
laws, including potential imprisonment. Several
states have already enacted industrial
manslaughter legislation.

“It is critical that
directors and
organisations remain
vigilant - keeping the
health and safety of
employees front of mind
and prioritising regular,
active oversight of WHS
matters at the board
level.”

ACTION

Leaders must be aware of the ramifications
of mental health governance. Mental health
must be managed as a preventative measure in
the workplace to avoid drastic implications such
as manslaughter charges.

Australian Institute of
Company Directors, 2020 16

State

Maximum fine

Imprisonment

Industrial Manslaughter

Queensland

$3m/$0.6m

Up to 5 years

Up to 20 years + $10m

Victoria

$3m/$0.3m

Up to 5 years

Up to 25 years + $16.5m

NSW

$3.5m/$0.7m

Up to 5 years

Crimes Act

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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LEADERSHIP

PREVENTION IS THE PRIORITY
WHS legislation is primarily aimed at
prevention and protection processes.
See below (figure 1.0). Intervention and
treatment are of course critical to
responding to instances that do arise, but
the aim of any risk process should first be
to have processes in place that help avoid
incidents and mitigate risk.

Managing incidents or cases of mental illness is
an ongoing process and may include referring
to an EAP or other professional support for
assistance. The promotion of general health
and wellbeing involves a comprehensive
understanding of various domains of wellbeing
such as financial, physical, social, psychological
and cognitive wellbeing.

GOVERNANCE

It is not enough to rely only on
management ‘doing their job’. Boards need
to ensure psychological risk is adequately
covered in risk management planning and
that Executives have the training and
resources they need to manage these
risks. Recording and reporting events is
critical.

Supporting recovery from mental illness and
the return to work for the individual requires
consideration of the nature of the injury and
how to prevent recurrence.

KEY EXTRACTS

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
© JFE Global Pty Ltd t/as CogNative Solutions (ABN 20 614 292 974)

7

ACTION

Training enables people to recognise signs
of mental ill health, to talk about it openly
with shared language, and to engage in
behaviours that are truly preventative.

Has the organisation got the right bullying
and harassment policies in place?
• Is there training for employees to ensure
they understand the policies?
• Are there supports such as a counselling
service or EAP for anyone who experiences
stress, bullying or harassment?
• Are there appropriate organisational
responses to eliminating the problem?
• Are comprehensive return to work policies
and processes in place?
•

INVESTMENT

While simple approaches include
establishing an employee assistance
program (EAP), holding RuOK? events in the
workplace and encouraging people to
check-in with their colleagues, the
consensus is that these measures are
ineffective unless leaders embody a high
level of mental health literacy - who talk
about, model and action mental health.

A robust risk management process is required
to meet workplace health and safety
obligations and/or to pass any associated
audit or investigation. Questions that could be
asked when identifying and assessing risks
include:

LEADERSHIP

CONTROLLING & REVIEWING RISKS

GOVERNANCE

The Covid-19 Global pandemic has resulted in
many pressures for Boards and Executive.
Many have been fighting to ensure business
survival and sustainability. In some cases this
has meant many thousands of employees have
lost jobs or have had to accept reduced
working hours. The impact on businesses has
included losing key staff and skills. Ensuring
psychological safety at times like these must
be practicably protected as far as possible.
Directors are obliged to:
Ensure a psychologically safe workplace

KEY EXTRACTS

Understand the psychological hazards and the
“reasonably practicable” risk controls
Create evidence through a governance structure
of pro-active management of psychological
hazards

Organisational leaders
play a critical role in
driving policies and
practices that promote
mental health. They have
the capacity to positively
influence workplace
culture, management
practices and the
experience of employees."
Beyond Blue, 2014 17

Psychological hazards are at the core of
workplace health and safety. By adopting a
sound risk framework, psychological health and
safety risks can be clearly identified and
appropriate mitigations of these risks can be
put in place. Three ways hazards may impact
negatively on the mental health of the
individual are:

ACTION

”Mental health is a
leadership issue, and
change must start at the
top.

INVESTMENT

Talk to people in the business in order to see
what is being done to manage and mitigate risks.

1. psychological injury/illness
2. manifesting as a physical illness
3. resulting in poor health (sleep, diet and exercise
may all be impacted).

Addressing psychological health and safety risk
requires compliance plus harm prevention,
early intervention and support for recovery.
Compliance is observed via a robust risk
management process that incorporates and
prioritises mental health.

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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LEADERSHIP

Key Extracts
Unpacking Recent publications
into Mental Health
Two significant reports have
recently been published:

2) Royal Commission into Victoria’s
Mental Health System2, released in
February 2021.
These reports review the current
evidence on workplace mental health
and provide a clear call to action for the
role of workplace leadership. Some
particularly relevant excerpts for the
workplace are highlighted below:

KEY EXTRACTS

Productivity
Commission
Inquiry Report –
Mental Health
Volume 1 No. 95,
30 June 2020

GOVERNANCE

1) Australian Productivity Commission
Inquiry Report on Mental Health1
released in November 2020, and;

Australian Productivity Commission
Inquiry Report on Mental Health1
INVESTMENT

“The necessary changes to the mental
health system cannot, however, be
achieved by government alone. A collective
effort is essential—all tiers of government,
service providers and the workforce in
mental health, the media, the education
system, other health and social sectors will
all need to be involved. Individuals, families
and communities will also need to
contribute. For example, tackling stigma
and discrimination in workplaces, schools
and the health system will be a shared
responsibility.” p. 387

ACTION

“A collective effort is
essential… for
example, tackling
stigma and
discrimination in
workplaces…”

“Employers are also recognising the need to
support the mental health of their staff.
These kinds of workplaces are driving
innovation and productivity while at the
same time fostering an environment that is
a positive and supportive place for people
to work.” p. 589

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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LEADERSHIP

Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental
Health System2
Volume 2 – Chapter 11

“The Commission envisages a future in which all
Victorian workplaces play a positive role in
promoting mental health and wellbeing for all
employees, volunteers and the wider community.

The reforms described in this chapter seek to
build on the goodwill and commitment the
Commission witnessed from many employers
across the state, and to provide the foundations
for businesses to support their employees….

“Good mental health
and wellbeing is also
good for business”

These reforms require cross-sector leadership
and provide a mechanism for government,
employers, employees, unions and
non-government organisations to work together
to identify what works and to promote mental
health and wellbeing in Victorian workplaces”.
p. 49

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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ACTION

The primary purpose of these reforms is to
support mental health and wellbeing outcomes
for Victorians. However, recognising that good
mental health and wellbeing is also good for
business, these efforts are also expected to
deliver benefits for workplaces and the Victorian
economy.

INVESTMENT

Royal Commission
into Victoria’s
Mental Health
System

The Commission acknowledges that workplaces
are employers and businesses in the first
instance, with many competing demands and
responsibilities. The reforms outlined in this
chapter have been designed to support
businesses and employers to deliver mentally
healthy workplaces as part of their day-to-day
operations, through the establishment of
statewide leadership, tailored guidance and
resources, and the development of stronger
evidence to guide practice.

KEY EXTRACTS

In this vision, workplaces of many sectors and
sizes are supported to promote positive mental
health and wellbeing, prevent mental injury and
support people with lived experience—and they
have the guidance and resources to excel at this.

GOVERNANCE

11.3 Mentally healthy workplaces

Royal Commission into Victoria’s Mental
Health System2 (cont.)
Summary and recommendations

The Royal Commission recommends that the
Victorian Government:
1. as an initiative of the Mental Health and
Wellbeing Cabinet Subcommittee (refer to
recommendation 46(2)(a)):

•

address workplace barriers to good
mental health;

•

promote inclusive workplaces that
are free from stigma and
discrimination, and

•

support people experiencing mental
illness at work.

sponsor industry-based trials to
demonstrate how to adapt and implement
comprehensive mentally healthy
workplace approaches in an industry
context.

p.52

11

ACTION
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promote good mental health in
workplaces;
INVESTMENT

2.

•

KEY EXTRACTS

b. advise on, develop and provide
resources to assist employers and
employees across Victorian businesses
to:

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions

GOVERNANCE

Recommendation 16: Establishing
mentally healthy workplaces

a. foster the commitment of employers to
create mentally healthy workplaces;

Royal Commission
into Victoria’s
Mental Health
System

LEADERSHIP

“The Royal Commission
recommends that the
Victorian Government
foster the commitment
of employers to create
mentally healthy
workplaces."

LEADERSHIP

ADDITIONAL REPORTS
Report 1: State of Workplace
Mental Health in Australia
- Beyond Blue and TNS Social
Research for the HeadsUp Alliance17

© JFE Global Pty Ltd t/as CogNative Solutions (ABN 20 614 292 974)

91% believe mental health in the
workplace is important (88% believe
physical safety is important)

•

Despite this, only 52% of employees
believe their workplace is mentally
healthy compared to 76% for physical
safety

•

Fewer than six in ten (56%) believe their
most senior leader values mental
health

•

When mental health is valued by
leaders, and appropriate resources are
available in the workplace, there are
real benefits to business

•

In workplaces that employees consider
mentally healthy, self-reported
absenteeism as a result of experiencing
mental ill-health almost halves (13%)

•

Australian employees expect mental
health support in the workplace
environment, but many are not aware
of, or are unable to access appropriate
resources

•

Three quarters (75%) of Australian
employees believe workplaces should
provide support to someone who is
experiencing depression or anxiety

•

81% of organisational leaders indicate
their workplace has one or more
policies, procedures or practices to
support mental health, but many
employees (35%) don’t know these
resources exist or don’t have access to
them.

ACTION
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INVESTMENT

Report 1: State of
Workplace Mental
Health in Australia
written by Beyond
Blue and TNS
Social Research
for the HeadsUp
Alliance.

Mentally healthy workplaces are as
important to Australian employees as
physically safe workplaces, however
workplaces are not meeting their
expectations:

KEY EXTRACTS

There are many factors influencing
an employee’s decision to disclose
or not to disclose their mental
health condition within their
workplace. The survey found that
among the one in five employees
who report that they have taken
time off work due to feeling
mentally unwell in the past 12
months, almost half (48%) did not
disclose the reason to anybody in
their workplace..” (p .7)

Some Key Findings: (p 1)

GOVERNANCE

“The majority of employees would
not disclose their experience of a
mental health condition within their
workplace.

12

Report 2: Developing a mentally healthy
workplace: A review of the literature.
- The National Mental Health Commission
and the Mentally Healthy Workplace
Alliance18
Recommended model for the workplace:
STAGE 1 Establish commitment and
leadership support
“The first stage of developing a mentally healthy
workplace is to establish high level commitment
and leadership support.

“Developing a mentally health workplace is a
readily achievable goal for most
organisations. This requires a multifaceted
approach and commitment across all levels of
the workplace.” p. 55

ACTION

Continuous process of developing a
mentally healthy workplace 18

ANALYSIS
• External environment
• Internal environment
- organisational
- team
- job

STRATEGIES
• Designing and managing work
• Promoting resilience at an
organisational level
• Enhancing personal resilience
• Promoting and facilitating early
help-seeking
• Supporting workers’ recovery
• Increasing awareness of mental
health

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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INVESTMENT

“Leadership support and commitment will then
set the tone and the direction of workplace
mental health strategies throughout each level
of an organisation.” p. 66

KEY EXTRACTS

There is reasonable evidence that in the
absence of tangible and visible senior support,
the effectiveness of any subsequent
interventions will be reduced. A top-down
approach can be influential in facilitating
commitment across the workplace and reducing
stigma associated with mental illness.”

GOVERNANCE

Report 2:
Developing a
mentally healthy
workplace: A review
of the literature. A
report for the
National Mental
Health Commission
and the Mentally
Healthy Workplace
Alliance 2

LEADERSHIP

ADDITIONAL REPORTS (cont.)

13

LEADERSHIP

Investment and cost

$39
billion

GOVERNANCE

Up to

lost productivity
per year in Australia

The criticality of systems change in early
intervention is evidenced by FSC Senior Policy
Manager for Life Insurance Nick Kirwan who
said in 2020: “the Government was willing to
consider allowing life insurers to pay for early
intervention treatment in relation to mental
health-related claims,”20
As reported by the Human Rights
Commission, prevention and early intervention
reduces the cost of mental health to business,
to our economy and to individual lives.13

$12 - $22 billion
Unemployment
due to mental illness
Up to $10 billion
Absenteeism
due to mental illness
Up to $7 billion
Presenteeism
due to mental illness

ACTION

Data from Safe Work Australia shows typical
compensation payment per claim was
$24,500 compared to $9,000 for all claims,
and typical time off work was 15.3 weeks
compared to 5.5 weeks for all claims.19

Source: Australian Government Productivity
Commission Report on Mental Health, 20201

INVESTMENT

The cost of absenteeism resulting from
employee mental ill-health conditions
is equivalent to 30.8 million days’ sick
leave. This equates to up to $10 billion for the
bottom line. Where employees attend work
yet are less productive in their role due to a
mental health condition, the financial cost to
business of this reduced effectiveness or
‘presenteeism’ is up to a further $7 billion. 22

KEY EXTRACTS

In Australia, the cost of mental illness in the
workplace is an estimated $39 billion per year.
This includes between $12 billion and $22
billion lost productivity in people not working
due to mental illness.1

“There is no doubt that
leaders who proactively
ensure a psychologically
safe workplace and role
model mentally healthy
behaviours, will benefit
in terms of productivity
gains and cost savings in
the workplace."
Dawn O’Neil AM
Breathing Space Ambassador
Former CEO Lifeline & Beyond Blue

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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LEADERSHIP

RETURN ON INVESTMENT

The risk of inaction is far greater
than the risk of taking action.

GOVERNANCE

As with all workplace health and safety
concerns, a proactive, preventative approach
leads to better outcomes. Conversations around
mental illness can seem like a frightening
pandora’s box to open. However, it is much
better to ensure the right systems, supports and
processes are in place before issues emerge, to
enable early intervention.

KEY EXTRACTS

Investing in mental health programs provides
positive benefits for your people, as well as
considerable financial benefit for your bottom
line. A return of $2.30 for every dollar invested
is now a very conservative estimate on return on
investment.21 As the crisis of mental illness has
worsened, the potential benefits to
organisations have increased. A recent metaanalysis of programs found an ROI of between
$4 and $11 per dollar invested, with an average
return of $5 for every dollar spent.22

Improved decision-making

•

Minimising lost productivity

•

Mitigating risk i.e., WHS cost

75%

•

Sustainable culture of wellbeing

•

Boost innovation via psychological safety

•

of people believe their
workplace to be mentally
safe when the CEO
values mental health.17

Improved reputation of company as a
wellness leader

•

Becoming an employer of choice for a more
discerning workforce

•

Increased employee engagement

•

Reduction in presenteeism, absenteeism and
employee turnover

(Beyond Blue, 2014)

•

Benefits from an ethical and governance
level.

ACTION

•

INVESTMENT

The potential benefits of investing in
mental health and wellbeing include:

ROI $5.00
$4 to $11 Return on
investment Average ROI $5
(Deloitte 2020) 22

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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LEADERSHIP

TARGETING LEADERSHIP

GOVERNANCE

The Breathing Space Executive Leadership
Program is based on best available evidence
combined with over 20 years’ experience
working with directors and C-Suite
executives. Theoretically and practically, our
work indicates three clear steps to create
sustainable positive change.

Step 1 is increasing awareness, understanding,
and mental health literacy. This enables leaders
to have the vital conversations around
psychological safety within their workplace.

INVESTMENT

Program supports
leaders to learn to
balance high pressure
with high performance,
while maintaining good
mental health.

KEY EXTRACTS

Investing in a program
like the Breathing Space
Executive Leadership

•

The Board module informs Directors about the
issue of mental illness, their legal obligations,
and provides resources and potential solutions
to identify issues and mitigate risks.

•

An appreciative inquiry organisational audit can
identify existing supports and opportunities for
further improvement.

Step 3 is the enabling of leadership to perform at
their best. Once proactive and preventative
strategies are embedded within the system, this
allows for better cognitive performance and
greater capacity to perform at one’s best.

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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ACTION

Step 2 is changing behaviour. Greater awareness
leads to informed decision-making and
conscious action for positive individual and
systemic change. We need to also identify and
act upon necessary changes for systems and
processes as well as individual behaviour.

LEADERSHIP

HEALTH SECTOR CASE STUDY: EXECUTIVE WELLBEING CHECK-IN

The Brief

GOVERNANCE

A large metropolitan public health service with over fifty facilities and
10,000 employees had experienced an intense and extended period
of crisis management, multiple lockdowns, and prolonged stress.
The wellbeing, ongoing sustainability and success of the executive
team was a high priority for the CEO and Board.

The Solution

KEY EXTRACTS

A Breathing Space Executive wellbeing check-in was conducted with
each of the fifteen executives on the COVID19 Governance group.
This provided each executive with a 30—minute confidential
conversation to discuss how they were coping with the pressures of
work and home (awareness). Our team of executive wellbeing
strategists helped leaders identify key strategies to support mental
health and wellbeing (behaviour change). The check-in also
presented the opportunity to reflect on the successes of their team
and organisation and provide feedback on the organization’s
response to the global pandemic. A de-identified report was
prepared for the CEO and board highlighting common themes and
recommended considerations (enabled leadership & organisational
benefit)

INVESTMENT

The Outcome

ACTION

Leaders gained clarity on areas of concern and felt supported and
valued by the CEO. There was a sense of increased resilience within
the leadership team. The CEO acted on the practical
recommendations to continue building on the proven agility of the
executive team. The board reviewed the findings and recognised the
importance of ensuring a high functioning team. They were pleased
with the capability building during a crisis.

“When stress is
relentless, leaders
no longer have
the personal
resources to
perform at their
best.”
Therese Joyce
Manager Mental Health and
Wellbeing CogNative Solutions

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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Action
Findings
WHERE TO BEGIN?
A call to action may begin with a Board and Leadership team aligning on an approach around
the CogNative Psychological Safety Framework as outlined below.

GOVERNANCE

There is no one-size-fits-all solution for a psychologically safe workplace. The approach must
be tailored to the organisation, multifaceted and cyclic. It is imperative that leadership is
committed and involved, that systems and governance support behavioural change, and that
the emerging environment of mental health is met with both strategic and operational action.
Ensuring an environment of psychological safety underpins a preventative mental health plan.

A COMPREHENSIVE PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY FRAMEWORK
Leaders visibly championing mental wellbeing
and role-modelling healthy behaviours

•

Symbols and public initiatives

KEY EXTRACTS

Regular, active
oversight of WHS
matters at the
board level

•

A psychologically
safe workplace
begins with
leadership

Commitment
& Support

Regular reporting of
mental health metrics

•

Measure future talent
attraction to
psychological safety

•

Measure retention or
loss due to
psychological safety

Psychologically
Safe Workplace

Emerging
Environment

Regular review and revision
ensures impact remains relevant
and productive

•

Consider measurement through
company pulse survey

•

Intervention
Strategies

Review
Outcomes

•

•

Situation
Analysis

Digital solutions to monitor
productivity, collaboration and
flexible work hours.
Outcomes tied to leadership KPIs

Understand the
current and
emerging
situation for the
organisation and
employees
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•

Current state review

•

Employee survey

•

Executive
wellbeing check-in

•

Psychological
risk review

ACTION

•

Awareness
Behaviour
Leadership

System &
Governance

INVESTMENT

Adjust
Interventions

•

Create goals

•

Increasing education and
awareness

•

General wellbeing programs
and approaches

•

Targeted individual
intervention

•

Targeted team intervention

•

Supported by responsive
assistance
18
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Findings
Call
to Action
AN OPERATIONAL ROADMAP

Commitment and Support
• Leaders championing mental health: Tangible and intangible leadership messaging is integral
to the mental health strategy. For impact, the commitment must be seen to be supported by
leadership at Board and Executive levels.

Situational Analysis
• Employee surveys*: Data across domains of employee emotional, psychological, social,
physical and financial wellbeing allows leadership to identify areas of success, as well as those
most in need of action to ensure a psychologically safe culture.

KEY EXTRACTS

• Public initiatives: Creating visible opportunity for leaders and employees to engage in public
mental health initiatives such as RuOK? where organisationally relevant.

GOVERNANCE

To ensure a sustainable impact organisations must commit and begin the journey. The
CogNative Solutions team can assist in building a roadmap and support you along the way.

• Executive wellbeing check-in*: A wellbeing strategist provides each leader with a confidential
conversation to reflect on their wellbeing and identify individual strategies to support this. A
de-identified report of recommended considerations is created for the CEO and board.

Intervention Strategies

INVESTMENT

• Psychological risk review*: Understand the current state by using risk assessment tool to
enable an organisation to conduct a psychological risk review in less than ten minutes. Using a
more traditional risk lens, this helps discover systemic issues in need of proactive change.
• Increasing education and awareness*: Meaningful strategic action including expert-led training
at Board and Executive level. Mental Health First Aid, bespoke training for leadership mental
fitness, leading through emotional change and team culture refresh and reset.

• Targeted individual intervention*: Individual coaching for executives and leaders to prioritise
wellbeing and take action within their work and personal lives to improve mental fitness;
Comprehensive check and follow up with health professional.
• Targeted team interventions*: Ongoing executive mental fitness programs to create
sustainable change for individuals and the organisation.
Review outcomes and adjust accordingly
Regular review and revision ensures impact remains relevant and productive, even when we
cannot control the emerging environment.
• Measure progress*: Whether through a regular company pulse, or digital solutions to monitor
productivity, collaboration and flexible work hours, being intentional about data is key.
• Outcomes*: Tying measurement to outcomes such as KPIs, regular reporting or attraction and
retention metrics ensures the cycle stays iterative and relevant.. A review of reactive services
such as EAP, support programs in place can complement this.
* Bespoke services available from CogNative Solutions and Breathing Space – contact us to discuss
Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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• General wellbeing programs and approaches*: Aligning with established organisations to
benefit from existing support and resources such as RuOK?, WorkSafe WorkWell Toolkit,
Beyond Blue and Head to Health.

LEADERSHIP

Conclusion

Where to now?
This issue is too big for any of us to solve
alone. At CogNative we are agitating the
conversation around mental health leadership
to stimulate tangible preventative action.

•
•
•

Awareness, behaviour change and
strong leadership
Systems and governance
The reality of our emerging environment

While systemic change is needed, the cultural
shift always begins with brave individuals
choosing to lead in both words and action,
to champion psychological safety, mental
health and wellbeing. It starts with an open
conversation, and it starts with all of us.
There is rich possibility to address the data
gaps in measuring mental health as we build
technology solutions to monitor productivity,
collaboration and flexible work hours. Mental
health is a measure that affects almost every
future advantage; collaboration, innovation,
resilience and inclusivity. The ROI is worth it!

To discuss the key take-aways and
recommended actions from the report,
consider how to address mental health and
wellbeing in your organisation, or become
a champion of change, please contact us.

Mental Health Whitepaper 2021 – CogNative Solutions
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ACTION

As leaders we need to know and understand
our responsibilities. The wealth of information
in the recent reports summarised here, as well
as innovative solutions in the market, leave
little excuse for any leader today to be
allowing a mental-health-literacy gap.

We are living and working in a more
integrated world than ever before. Our
physical and digital worlds are colliding
and combining in ways we have never
imagined. Over the past year our definition
of workplace crises has been taken to an
unexpected level. The research and
suggested strategies collated in this report
amplify the reality that as leaders we have
an opportunity and responsibility to act.
The future of psychologically safe and
highly productive workplaces is in the
hands of the directors and leaders at the
helm today.

INVESTMENT

There are several key takeaways we seek to
address through our mental health and
wellbeing support for leaders and
organisations. Each of these key takeaways
requires leaders to step up and take an
intentional, evidence-based approach to
workplace mental health. As directors and
executives, we must prioritise:

Finally, it is up to every leader to move the
stigma needle in our organisations.
Seek to understand the fears and
misunderstandings around mental health
on your Board, within your leadership team
and amongst your employee team. Create
a space for the discovery, lean into the
uncomfortable conversations and tackle
them head on. Mental health and wellbeing
is one of the greatest priorities of our time
and we must work together to create
mentally healthy workplaces.

KEY EXTRACTS

Managing Director

GOVERNANCE

MICHELLE LOADER

At an organisational level we must
implement the right systems, policies and
practices. Preventative action requires a
psychologically safe culture that will allow
individuals to speak up. To enable this, we
must actively ensure a caring, supportive
return-to-work program is in place for
individuals requiring mental health leave.

LEADERSHIP
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“Having a mentally
healthy workplace
isn't just morally the
right thing to do, it is
the smart business
thing to do. It means
that you have
people who are
engaged and loyal
because they and
their mental health
are being looked
after, making them
more productive.”
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