
As municipalities navigate growing 
demands for transparency, accountability, 
and service delivery, creating a workplace 
culture grounded in psychological wellness 
and diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) 
is no longer optional – it is essential. 

Municipal employers are uniquely 
positioned to lead by example, fostering 
environments where employees feel 
respected, supported, and empowered 
to thrive. 

Workplace culture affects every facet 
of municipal operations, from employee 
engagement and service quality to 
recruitment and retention. 

A healthy culture cannot exist 
without sustained attention to both 
psychological health and safety and 
inclusion. Ignoring these dimensions 

can result in legal exposure, diminished 
productivity, and reputational damage. 

Psychological Health and 
Safety in the Workplace 
Municipal employers in Canada gener-
ally have a legal duty to ensure that all 
employees can work free from harass-
ment, discrimination, or undue stress. 

This duty is anchored in employment 
legislation such as human rights codes, 
occupational health and safety laws, 
and employment standards statutes. In 
addition, there are often regulatory and/ 
or ethical frameworks (e.g., codes of con-
duct) that require municipalities to foster 
harassment-free and respectful workplaces. 

The term psychological wellness refers 
to an individual’s emotional, mental, and 

social well-being. Psychological health 
and safety in the workplace, on the other 
hand, refers to preventing harm to men-
tal health and promoting psychological 
well-being. 

In the municipal context, where 
employees often work under public 
scrutiny and manage essential services, 
it can be difficult to ensure good 
psychological health and safety in the 
workplace. Situations involving emer-
gency response, community conflict, or 
political tension, for example, can take 
a significant toll on employees’ mental 
health and safety and lead to loss in 
employee morale and retention. 

In addition, these situations may lead 
to medical leaves of absence, which come 
at a significant cost to the employer, 
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particularly if they are long-term or if the 
employer is required to provide paid leave. 

Failing to appropriately prepare for 
and respond to the psychological needs 
of your workforce can be costly in the 
long run. Apart from the direct costs 
associated with medical leaves, employ-
ers may also face indirect costs, such as 
the cost of decreased productivity, the 
cost of replacing employee turnover, a 
rise in absenteeism, and increased health 
care costs. 

Strategies for Promoting 
Psychological Health and Safety 
Under the Occupational Health and 
Safety Act (OHSA), municipal employ-
ers must implement measures to prevent 
workplace harassment and violence, 
including forms of psychological harm. 
The Human Rights Code further 
requires the accommodation of mental 
health disabilities, up to the point of 
undue hardship. 

Failing to meet the above described 
legal obligations or, more generally, 
failing to provide a mentally safe and 
healthy workplace can result in legal 
consequences, including human right 
complaints, grievances, and constructive 
dismissal claims, all of which come at 
a significant cost to the employer. The 
following are best practices for support-
ing a psychologically healthy and safe 
workplace: 
• Implement comprehensive mental 

health policies – Develop policies that 
address mental health, outline support 
mechanisms, and provide clear report-
ing procedures. 

• Provide access to employee assistance 
programs – Offer confidential sup-
port for employees facing personal or 
professional challenges. 

• Foster open communication – 
Encourage a workplace culture where 
discussing mental health is normalized 
and stigma-free. 

• Train management and staff – Equip 
all levels of staff to recognize signs of 
distress and respond appropriately. 

• Promote work-life balance – 
Introduce flexible work options and 
reasonable workload expectations to 
mitigate burnout. 

DEI Strategic and Legal Imperative 
Psychological wellness and DEI go 
hand-in-hand. A workplace that values 

differences, and where employees 
are respected and valued, fosters 
a psychologically heathy and safe 
workplace. Conversely, a lack of DEI 
can significantly impact workplace health 
and safety and affect the employer’s 
bottom line. 

DEI diversity can be defined as the 
representation of different identities, 
backgrounds, and experiences in the 
workforce. Equity means ensuring 
fair treatment and opportunity for all 
employees, particularly those from 
historically marginalized groups. And 
inclusion means creating an environment 
where every employee feels a sense of 
belonging and value. 

The Human Rights Code protects 
individuals from discrimination 
based on age, race, citizenship, gender 
identity, disability, sexual orientation, 
religion, and other protected grounds. 
Discriminatory behaviour – whether in 
person or via social media – can consti-
tute a violation of these protections. 

Implementing DEI in a municipal 
setting brings value to the workplace, 
including: 
• Better community representation – A 

diverse workforce mirrors the diverse 
communities municipalities serve. 

• Improved decision making – 
Inclusive teams draw from broader 
perspectives, fostering creativity and 
stronger solutions. 

• Enhanced reputation and trust – 
Inclusive municipal employers signal 
accountability and openness to the 
public. 

Municipalities often operate under 
public scrutiny, budget limitations, and 
unionized environments. Despite these 
constraints, low-cost initiatives – like 
inclusive language training or peer 
support groups – can have meaningful 
impact. Collaborating with unions and 
leveraging community partnerships can 
also enhance success. Additional best 
practices for advancing DEI in municipal 
workplaces include: 
• Developing inclusive hiring prac-

tices – Use structured interviews, 
unbiased job descriptions, and out-
reach strategies to attract diverse 
candidates. 

• Establishing DEI committees – Task 
these groups with assessing current 
practices and setting goals. 
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• Offering DEI training – Regularly 
train staff on unconscious bias, cul-
tural competence, and ally ship. 

• Celebrating diversity – Recognize 
cultural events and observances to 
foster awareness and belonging. 

• Auditing policies for equity – 
Regularly review HR and operational 
policies to identify and address sys-
temic bias. 

Holistic Approach to Psychological 
Wellness and DEI 
As noted, psychological wellness and 
DEI are deeply interconnected. An 
inclusive workplace fosters psychologi-
cal safety while wellness initiatives often 
create more inclusive cultures. Municipal 
leaders should therefore consider inte-
grated strategies, such as: 

• Workplace climate assessments – 
Evaluate how employees perceive 
psychological safety and inclusivity. 

• Employee feedback channels – Create 
safe and anonymous spaces for 
employee input. 

• Measurable goals – Define clear 
objectives and metrics for both well-
ness and DEI efforts. 

• Leadership accountability – Ensure 
that municipal leaders model inclu-
sive behaviours and support wellness 
initiatives. 

• Resource allocation – Invest in 
programs and training that promote 
these values. 

For municipal employers, prioritizing 
psychological wellness and embracing 
DEI are not just compliance meas-
ures, they are strategic imperatives 

that influence workforce stability, 
community trust, and organizational 
performance. 

By adopting thoughtful policies and 
fostering inclusive practices, municipalities 
can limit legal risk and build workplaces 
where employees are mentally healthy, 
engaged, and empowered to serve. 

André Nowakowski (anowakowski@ 
millerthomson.com) has a 
specialized labour and employment 
practice at Miller Thomson LLP. 

Genevieve Cantin (gcantin@ 
millerthomson.com) is a lawyer at 
Miller Thomson LLP, practicing in 
the firm’s labour and employment 
group. 
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