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1.2 Problem outline

With reference to the above, mental illness in the workplace is thus regarded as a reality that
needs to be effectively and adequately managed. Knowledge and understanding of mental
illness is not a “nice to know” luxury but a necessity to achieving an optimally performing
workforce and ultimately to obtaining strategic business goals and to remaining competitive. A
positive attitude towards mental illness is also crucial to instituting and maintaining effective

emotional wellness programmes in the workplace that address both mental health and illness.

The South African workforce is noted as posing many challenges to management and the HR
profession. For example, productivity is not optimal, but indeed lags behind on most scores
(Grobler et al., 2002). Admittedly, many contributing factors play a role. These may include
poor selection techniques, inadequate training, insufficient or inappropriate compensation,
labour disputes, lack of motivation and morale, to name but a few. However, there is persuasive
data that mental illness plays a role in influencing low productivity rates and high labour costs
(Conti & Burton, 1994; Greenberg et al., 1993; Greenberg et al., 1999; Harnois & Gabriel,
2000; Kahn & Langlieb, 2003). Mental health and illness matters may also be possible
contributing or mediating factors to many of the challenges facing the HR profession today.
This needs to be acknowledged, investigated, and optimally managed.

The person most suited to this task is the human resource practitioner, given the role and
responsibilities of the HR function. It is required of the HR practitioner to have sufficient
knowledge to identify possible mental illness and to be able to act in an appropriate manner.
Furthermore, the HR practitioner should be receptive to mental illness, should be approachable
and should have an attitude conducive to effectively managing mental illness. Cognisance also
needs to be taken that the HR practitioner has, on most accounts, a staff function (Carrell et al.,
1998). Management may reject advice given and recommendations made regarding employee
mental illness issues if the attitude of the HR practitioner towards mental illness is negative.
The HR practitioner should therefore not only be literate regarding mental health and illness
matters, but should also have a positive view of mental illness and to managing these conditions

in the workplace.

It is currently unknown what the knowledge and attitudes of HR practitioners are towards
mental illness. In the light of the above discussion, it is clearly important that these be
determined. This study sets out to address this void in current knowledge. The research

problem is therefore summarised as:
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