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On June 6, along with a group of City of Ottawa employees, I had the great opportunity 

to attend the sixth EARN Conference. The Employment Accessibility Resource Network 

(EARN) is a community initiative, led by United Way Ottawa, whose goal is to increase 

employment opportunities for people with disabilities. This conference focused on 

mental health and on how employers can create inclusive and accessible workplaces. 

Michael Lifshitz, the event’s emcee, talked about how people tend to make assumptions 

based on the fact that he walks with a cane and uses a wheelchair for longer distances, 

but they would never guess how his depression and anxiety impact his everyday life. 

Michael, a chartered accountant, is also a comedian and uses humour to challenge 

assumptions and inspire people to live life to the fullest. 

I heard from other great presenters including Ashley Challinor from the Ontario 

Chamber of Commerce who shared some statistics on mental health at the workplace. 

She said mental health issues account for 30 per cent of short- and long-term disability 

claims. Another presenter spoke about her experience coping with depression and 

anxiety. She shared that keeping busy and communicating with managers about her 

needs helps her be her best self at work. 

Our own Kristina Smith, from Ottawa Public Health, highlighted how the 13 factors of 

psychological health and safety in the workplace from the National Standards for Mental 

Health in the Workplace provide an important guideline for employers. The goal is to 

equate mental health and physical health. Kristina talked about the importance of the 

language we use and the stigma that still permeates conversations about mental health. 
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It was impossible to not be moved by Natacha Dupuis’ words on how she manages her 

mental health ever since she was diagnosed with PTSD. Natacha is a Canadian Military 

veteran and Invictus Games Champion. She described her struggles with the symptoms 

of PTSD, and her journey towards healing and representing Canada once 

again.  Psychotherapy, medication, sports and returning to work helped her re-gain 

control of her life. While Natacha read the Invictus poem I thought about how important 

meaningful work is for everyone’s mental health. It was a humbling experience that 

made me reflect on the strength we can find in ourselves even when facing adversity. 

Throughout the day, we were encouraged to reflect on how we could take the energy 

and knowledge we acquired and bring it back to our workplaces. The “action notebook” 

was a great way to commit to removing barriers and inclusion and challenge our current 

practices. 

I was proud to realize how most of the recommendations made by speakers are already 

in place at the City of Ottawa. The City strives to promote an inclusive and 

psychologically safe workplace and there are many resources available for managers 

and employees to address Mental Health issues in the workplace. For more information 

visit the Wellness and Productivity Network and Diversity and Inclusion on Ozone. 
 


