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day on the job, ironworkers, powerline technicians, 
long-haul truckers, and all other tradespeople face 
hazards that can affect their health and safety. We have 
long understood the need to control physical hazards. 
However, less, has been done about the mental health 
risks that workers face.

On average, workers in construction and related 
industries have a greater risk of experiencing mental 
health challenges. This is due to a number of job-
related factors that IHSA’s safety talks explore in 
detail. Left unaddressed, mental health problems can 
lead to everything from poor job performance and 
absenteeism to substance abuse and suicide.

IHSA’s safety talks cover topics such as burnout, toxic 
masculinity, and opioid addiction. As a facilitator, you 
are in a position to raise awareness of these hazards. 
You can also outline controls, and support workers’ 
efforts to take care of themselves and each other. 

This guide will help prepare you to deliver mental 
health safety talks. By learning more about mental 
health, assessing your own well-being, and leading by 
example, you can promote ongoing discussions that 
will benefit your workplace right now and in the years 
to come.

You can download each of

 IHSA’s safety talks on 

mental health 

(as well as talks on 

many other topics) at 

ihsa.ca/resources/safetytalks 

DOWNLOAD

http://www.ihsa.ca/resources/safetytalks.aspx
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Mental health is a sensitive topic. Not everyone is 
comfortable discussing it, especially at work. You might 
not feel entirely comfortable broaching the subject. 
Before you start talking about mental health with 
your workers, lay the groundwork for yourself. Learn 
about the issues, and take the time to build trust in the 
workplace by demonstrating emotional intelligence.

What is emotional intelligence?
Emotional intelligence is the ability to identify and 
manage your emotions. It’s also about being open to 
other people’s emotions. 

You can learn to be more emotionally intelligent by 
working to understand and regulate your feelings—and 
by acknowledging the emotions, needs, and concerns 
of others. Developing your emotional intelligence can 
help you communicate more effectively, forge stronger 
relationships, and respond constructively to challenges. 

Lead by example
Emotional intelligence hasn’t always been nurtured 
by the construction, utilities, and trucking industries. 
Historically, a “tough guy” culture has discouraged 
workers from expressing their feelings or seeking help 
for mental health concerns. But people like you are 
helping to change the conversation.

Here are some ways you can lead by example to create 
a workplace that values open, positive communication—
and one where workers are more fulfilled and 
productive:

• Treat everyone with courtesy, respect, and kindness. 
• Treat all workers equally, too. Failure to do so may 

be considered discrimination.
• Find opportunities to offer praise, and encourage 

workers to recognize each other for a job well done. 
• Encourage your coworkers to express their thoughts 

and ideas. Give those ideas real consideration—
don’t just “file them away.”

• Listen to others without interrupting or judging 
them. Focus on what’s being said, not on how 
you’re going to respond.

• Be aware of your body language, tone of voice, and 
overall demeanour during workplace interactions.

• Never insult, use name-calling, or belittle people or 
their ideas. Constant, non-constructive criticism is 
demoralizing; it rarely leads to worker improvement.

• Stand up for anyone experiencing bullying, 
harassment, or discrimination.

PART ONE:  PREPARE YOURSELF
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trailer talk, let your crew know in advance that you 
intend to talk about workplace mental health. For 
some people, addressing subjects like depression 
or addiction may be no big deal. But others will 
appreciate the chance to prepare themselves. They 
might also appreciate a trigger warning before 
particular discussions.

What is a trigger warning?
A trigger warning lets people know that what they’re 
about to hear (or read, or view) may contain content 
that could cause them to recall distressing memories of 
a past trauma.

Of course, any topic can be unpleasant or cause 
discomfort. Being triggered, however, has nothing to 
do with being “too sensitive.” It is an overwhelming 
psychological response to a real, traumatic experience.
Triggers can be obvious. For example, graphic imagery 
may trigger a person who has witnessed violence. 
Triggers can also be more subtle, like smells, sounds, 
or colours. 

When it comes to workplace health and safety, 
you may wish to include a trigger warning before 
discussing topics such as:

• Suicide
• Drug use or abuse
• Harassment and violence (whether it’s physical, 

psychological, or sexual)
• Discrimination such as racism, sexism, and 

homophobia or transphobia
• Jobsite injuries or fatalities

By providing a trigger warning, you offer people the 
chance to excuse themselves from a discussion if 
they believe the subject matter will cause them to 
re-experience trauma.

A sample trigger warning
When addressing difficult topics, consider starting 
your safety talk with a version of this warning:

The aim of this conversation is to learn and 
share our experiences and thoughts with 
honesty. Because of this, some comments 
may trigger a negative reaction. If a comment 
or topic starts to upset you, I advise that you 
please talk to your support team. That could 
include your supervisor, union representative, 
HR personnel, EFAP provider, friends, family, or 
a close colleague.

If a worker excuses themself from a safety talk, follow 
up privately at a later time. You don’t have to ask why 
they didn’t participate in the talk (and they may not be 
comfortable giving a reason). Simply let them know 
that you are available to help, and remind them of any 
other resources or supports that may be of use.

PART TWO:  PREPARE YOUR CREW
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health. But they can’t be the only time you talk about 
it. Supporting your workers means keeping the lines of 
communication open. 

Encourage participation, but don’t expect it
You may want to ask workers to share their thoughts 
following a mental health safety talk. Don’t be 
surprised, however, if nobody raises their hand at 
first. It can be difficult to talk about mental health 
concerns—and even harder to do it in public. So, 
although it’s a cliché, make it clear that “your door is 
always open.” You can also follow up with workers on 
an individual basis, and encourage them to come to 
you with questions and concerns. 

Encourage mental health check-ins
Early identification and treatment of mental health 
issues leads to better outcomes in the long run*. 
Encourage your workers to make a habit of assessing 
their mental health. They could even set a daily 
reminder on their phone. Whether on the drive to 
work, before bed, or at any other time of day, it only 
takes a minute to ask, “How have I been feeling lately?” 
The Canadian Mental Health Association also offers 
a handful of self-assessment tools that you and your 
colleagues may find useful.

*See IHSA’s Assessing Your Mental Health safety talk 
for more information about identifying the warning 
signs of a mental health concern.

Offer support
If a worker does come to you with a mental health, 
substance use, or related concern, support them first 
by listening to them without judgment (see Listen 
to understand, on the next page). It may then be 
necessary to encourage them to seek out additional 
resources and supports, such as:

• Your firm’s human resources representative or 
an Employee and Family Assistance Program,
if available

• The worker’s union or shop steward
• Wellness practitioners, such as a massage therapist 

or naturopath
• Their family doctor—who can refer them to a 

psychologist or other specialist, if necessary
• Their family and friends

However, if you are worried that the worker is in 
immediate danger, contact emergency services.

PART THREE:  KEEP THE 
CONVERSATION GOING

PART TWO:  PREPARE YOUR CREW

https://cmha.ca/find-info/mental-health/check-in-on-your-mental-health
https://www.ihsa.ca/pdfs/safety_talks/assessing-your-mental-health.pdf
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By learning about mental health issues and discussing 
them with your workers, you are already on your way to 
becoming a leader who:

• Prioritizes open communication and collaboration
• Is a positive role model, especially during times 
• of stress
• Helps to forge healthy and supportive relationships 

with and among workers
• Strives to make the workplace a welcoming 

environment for all people, regardless of race, 
religion, sexual orientation, personal background, or 
other factors

• Ensures that managerial decision-making accounts 
for mental health and safety.

Everyone benefits when a workplace and its leadership 
actively promote (and prevent harm to) employees’ 
mental well-being.

Here are a few more ways you can be a mental health 
leader:

Lead with positivity
No manager or supervisor is solely responsible for 
the mental health of individual workers. However, it is 
possible to influence the well-being of others simply 
by maintaining your own positive attitude—particularly 
during periods of stress. Look for opportunities to:

• Ask your colleagues about their lives outside         
of work

• Connect workers who share complementary 
interests or skills

• Celebrate small wins (e.g., a worker who earns a 
new certification) and offer positive feedback.

Listen to understand
When a worker approaches you with an idea or 
concern, it’s not enough just to hear their words. A 
good listener tries to understand what the speaker 
truly means, and shows they are making that effort. 
Here are some ways to do that:

• Maintain eye contact with the speaker, but be aware 
of involuntary eye and facial expressions (e.g., how 
a furrowed brow or squinting can imply confusion 
or skepticism).

• Don’t interrupt the speaker, and avoid the impulse 
to fill pauses in the conversation.

• Ask for clarification when necessary. It’s okay to 
admit when you don’t understand.

• Resist the urge to find an immediate solution. 
Instead of thinking about your response, focus your 
attention on what’s being said—and understanding 
the speaker’s perspective.

• Reflect on what you’ve heard after the conversation 
is over, then follow up in a timely manner. 

PART FOUR:  BECOME A WORKPLACE 
MENTAL HEALTH LEADER
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No two people are the same—and so there are no 
one-size-fits-all solutions to people’s mental health 
concerns. 

Talking about the issues is a good start. However, it will 
take time and effort before everyone at your workplace 
is comfortable opening up about their psychological 
well-being. Even those who do come to you may 
struggle to express themselves or be uncertain about 
their needs. 

Accept that you won’t be able to solve every problem, 
but realize that simply listening to your workers, 
acknowledging their concerns, and directing them 
toward further support is always better than doing 
nothing. 
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MENTAL HEALTH LEADER
PART FIVE:  ACCEPT THE PROCESS
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