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Introduction 

 The United States has a mental health problem, and in the workplace, we haven’t been 

willing to take the steps to solve it. According to the American Psychiatric Association 

Foundation “anxiety disorders are the most common mental illnesses in the United States, 

affecting 18% of American Adults.” (APAF, 2017) Along with anxiety disorders the World 

Health Organization estimates “that 5% of adults suffer from depression.” (WHO, 2021) So, why 

is this a big deal? Why should you care as a leader or manager in the workplace? 

 The Anxiety and Depression Association of America, or ADAA, gives us a multitude of 

reasons to care about mental health in your organizations. 

• “72% of people who have daily stress and anxiety say it interferes with their lives at least 

moderately. 

• 40% of people experience persistent stress or excessive anxiety in their daily lives. 

• 56% say that stress or anxiety impacts their workplace performance. 

• 50% state that stress and anxiety effects their quality of work” (ADAA, 2021) 

It is clear that many people with anxiety feel that it heavily effects their performance at work, 

and that there are many people who struggle with anxiety in the first place. Anxiety isn’t the only 

culprit of poor work performance though. The Center for Disease control, or CDC, states that “In 

a given year, 18.8 million American adults will suffer from a depressive illness” and that 

“Depression is estimated to cause 200 million lost workdays each year at a cost to employers 

anywhere from $17 billion to $44 billion dollars.” (CDC, 2020) 

Anxiety and depression play a major role in the productivity of our workforce. In recent 

years we have seen a level of dissatisfaction with jobs that have never been seen before. 



Employees feel frustrated, overworked, and underpaid in almost ever single field. I want to 

propose to you what I believe to be a major underlying problem in the workforce, and possible 

solutions to these situations. 

I will share details and statistics on anxiety, and its role in the workplace. I will bring more 

facts about depression to light, and how it can affect the productivity of employees. Finally, we 

will cover management in the workplace, and how people can utilize their positions in 

management to help stem the tide when it comes to psychologically unsafe workplaces. Anxiety 

and depression are coming to the forefront of many conversations when it comes to the 

workplace. Before we blame our workers for abandoning their post, maybe we should look 

inward at our companies, and see if we are creating a place that is worth staying at. 

Anxiety 

What is anxiety and why should we care about how it effects our employees? According to 

the ADAA, “Having an anxiety disorder can make a major impact in the workplace.” Anxiety is 

defined as “an emotion characterized by feelings of tension, worried thoughts, and physical 

changes like increased blood pressure. People with anxiety disorder usually have recurring 

intrusive thoughts or concerns.” These types of symptoms can have a major impact on the 

productivity of your employees.  

Imagine that you have been working as an entry level employee at a major company for just 

under a year. You are finally hitting your stride and really making a name for yourself in your 

department. You get along with all the other employees, and management is eyeing you for a 

major promotion.  



One day, you get in a car accident, that causes you major medical problems. After recovering 

for several months, you finally make it back to the workplace, only to find that this traumatic 

event has given you severe anxiety. You are terrified to even start your car, let alone drive it to 

work. Because you struggle to overcome that obstacle, you begin a major trend where you are 

constantly late, and you miss work multiple times a week.  

Instead of asking you what’s going on, your superiors automatically assume that you have 

lost interest in moving up in the company, and you are put on a short list for termination. With 

the stress of termination looming over your head you become even more anxious when you are at 

work. You avoid communicating with superiors, co-workers, and clients. Constantly barraged by 

the negativity at work you go home emotionally drained and cannot accomplish any of the tasks 

that you need to outside of the workplace.  

While dramatized to prove a point, this situation can apply to many of the people within our 

organizations, and as a leader in your organization you might not even see it. By simply 

addressing your new trend in absences, a manager might find out that you are having a difficult 

time overcoming the anxiety of driving to work. They might propose a work from home solution 

as you navigate this mental health challenge. They may be able to provide some resources that 

the organization can pay for to improve your situation.  

By simply choosing not to communicate about the situation, we can create an unsafe 

atmosphere for our employees. Replacing consistent employees is expensive, and the resources 

used to keep good employees is always worth it. Keep in mind that anxiety will not always 

present itself as it did in this fictional example. Anxiety can be occurring in a constant pattern in 

your employees’ lives starting at a very young age.  



According to the Anxiety and Depression Association of America there are several things 

you can encourage your employees to do to manage their anxiety at work. They can 

communicate with trusted co-workers, ask for help when they are overwhelmed, and 

communicate their problems. (ADAA, 2022) All of these recommendations are great in theory, 

but they don’t solve the underlying problem that encourages the presence of anxiety in the first 

place. 

“Fifty percent of employees stated that staff management was one of the main culprits for 

work-related stress.” (ADAA, 2021) Because of choices and actions from upper management, 

half of the workforce is caused major stress. Have you taken time as a leader to reflect on your 

actions, and whether or not you have created a psychologically safe atmosphere within your 

organization? 

Let’s return to our example of being an employee that experiences anxiety in the workplace 

after being in a car crash. Most organizations would respond to this event by sending a card and 

some flowers to the hospital. Out of these organizations I would wager that very few leaders 

within those organizations would make the effort to show up to the hospital and have a 

conversation with that employee to show that they care. 

That’s because showing that you care, requires caring in the first place. Genuine care and 

love are something that you cannot fake. It requires a real foundation to come off as genuine in 

these situations. I am not suggesting that you have to love and care for every single employee 

that you ever have. Some relationships can be difficult to navigate, and as humans we have 

different people that we just naturally get along with.  



I am suggesting that you create an atmosphere within your organization to ensure that 

everyone has someone that cares about them. We often spend more time with co-workers than 

we do with our own families. That doesn’t mean that we can simply replace our families with our 

co-workers, but we should be able to show genuine care and love to some of the people that we 

work with. As leaders and managers within organizations, we have the power and ability to 

create the atmosphere necessary for this to grow into our organizations culture. 

When working many years ago at a local fast-food restaurant in my hometown I experienced 

the stress of working a full-time job with anxiety. While entirely functional at work, I felt that it 

was necessary to inform my boss of my anxiety to ensure psychological safety down the road if I 

did run into any complications. Instead of responding with genuine care and respect, I was met 

with the worry that I would not be able to complete the tasks that had been assigned to me. 

The APA state that “Having an anxiety disorder is not a sign of personal weakness.” (APA, 

2022) Not only is it not a sign of personal weakness, “if you have a physical or mental disability 

and are qualified to do a job, the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990(ADA) protects you 

from job discrimination.” (ADAA, 2022) As leaders you should not fear your employees having 

anxiety. In today’s world, anxiety is incredibly common. It isn’t something that you should judge 

your employees for. Rather, it is an opportunity to build lasting professional relationships. 

According to Harvard Health “Constant anxiety levies a toll on health…Quality of life 

suffers too. Intrusive thoughts, dread of panic attacks, intense self-consciousness and fear of 

rejection, and other hallmarks of anxiety disorders compel people to avoid anxiety provoking 

situations.” (Coltrera, 2018) People who suffer from anxiety need encouragement and help from 

the people around them, not disappointment and frustration. As anxiety becomes more and more 

common, in order to avoid the negative effects of widespread anxiety throughout your 



organizations; I suggest that you begin the process of changing your workplace atmosphere into 

a more sustainable model. Create the expectation and desire to take care of those around us. The 

financial benefits may be hard to see at first, but they will come. 

 

Depression 

According to the Mayo Clinic “Depression is a mood disorder that causes a persistent feeling 

of sadness and loss of interest.” (Mayo, 2022) Not only are our employees struggling with major 

anxiety, but many are also dealing with widespread depression as well. The World Health 

Organization shows that “Depression is a leading cause of disability worldwide and is a major 

contributor to the overall global burden of disease.” (WHO, 2021) As a matter of fact, “3% of 

total short term disability days are due to depressive disorders.” (MHA, N.D) 

You might be asking yourself “what does that have to do with me”? The answer may hit 

closer to home than you might think. The role of leaders and managers within a company often 

encompasses financial structures. Bringing in money is a priority for almost every organization. 

Without money, you cannot function as a business.  

The Center for Disease Control states that “In a given year, 18.8 million American Adults 

will suffer from a depressive illness… In a 3-month period, patients with depression miss an 

average of 4.8 workdays and suffer 11.5 days of reduced productivity… Depression is estimated 

to cause 200 million lost workdays each year at a cost to employers of $17-$44 billion dollars.” 

(CDC, 2020) 

Leaders and managers around the United States are often tasked with the job of reducing the 

“excess fat” in the organization. In other words, finding the things that are losing money, and 



making sure that it stops. Bleeding out money can often lead to the downfall of an organization. 

If depression related absences and decreased productivity lead to $17-$44 billion dollars of 

losses each year, why is it not something that we focus on as management?  

As a manager over a customer service department of a successful solar panel company I saw 

experiences like this firsthand. Immediate family member deaths, working full time while 

pursuing an education, and internal family conflicts all rank as major reasons I saw my 

employees struggling with depression. Reduced performance could be seen in each employee 

that struggled with their mental health when things became incredibly challenging. 

In today’s world the first response as a manager is supposed to be chastisement. A one-on-

one meeting where you confront them about their current lack of productivity, and a performance 

improvement plan to get them back on track to maintain the status quo. What if I proposed to 

you that this solution isn’t the answer to our problems? By choosing to ignore the humanity in 

each of our employees, and only focus on the statistics, we have voluntarily ignored the root of 

our problem. In ignoring the problem, we cannot find a sustainable solution.  

In each of these situations I would argue that it wasn’t a performance improvement plan that 

led to my team’s success. It wasn’t numbers on papers and checking off the goals on boxes to get 

back into the good graces of upper management. It was communication between employees and 

their management team that produced results. Communicating about life, problems, and concerns 

that they had. Communicating about how we can provide a safe place for each employee to work 

in. 

I want you to look back on your working history and think of a time where your manager 

stopped to truly ask you how you were doing. Not in a “hello welcome to work” kind of a way. 



They asked you how you were doing, and they expected a truly honest answer because they 

cared. If you have any memories of an event like this occurring, if you are anything like me, they 

are very few and far between. If you do have them, they generally come from managers that you 

respect, and would absolutely work for again if asked. 

In the past I was a curriculum designer assistant for a four-year university. It was one of the 

first jobs where I worked completely independently of any other departments, and only answered 

to one manager. It was the middle of the Covid-19 pandemic. I had been working from home, 

doing school from home, and working out at home due to quarantine requests in my city. Very 

rarely was I able to leave my apartment. 

This experience is probably very similar to the experience of many other people during the 

pandemic, it was a hard time for many individuals. There was a major difference in my 

experience when I started working for this campus. My manager was one of the best leaders that 

I have ever worked for.  

We had weekly one-on-one meetings where we went over expectations and work for the 

following week over zoom. At the beginning of each meeting, we talked about how I was doing 

for fifteen minutes. My manager had created a safe space for me to communicate my mental 

health struggles and was happy to listen or help come up with solutions. At the end of each of 

our meetings he would provide me with the opportunity to work an hour each week on self-

improvement. Whether that was reading a book, meditating, or focusing on how to improve 

myself as a person.  

I know that throughout that year that I was not the absolute best employee that I could be. I 

knew that I cut corners, and I felt that it was incredibly difficult to wake up each day and 



accomplish the job that had been requested of me. At the end of the day I completed the work 

that was asked of me because my boss was willing to take the time to ensure that I was okay as a 

person. In that moment he was not focused entirely on my current abilities. He was focused on 

ensuring that I grew into what I needed to be for the future. 

Some may argue that work isn’t the place for mental health communication. It is a place to 

do your job, make money, and go home. According to the CDC, the workplace is “an optimal 

setting to create a culture of health because: 

1. Communication structures are already in place 

2. Programs and policies come from one central team 

3. Social support networks are available 

4. Employers can offer incentives to reinforce healthy behaviors 

5. Employers can use data to track progress and measure the effects” (CDC, 2019) 

The workplace is where most people spend the majority of their time. Just like handling 

anxiety within your organization, you have the structure to handle depression as well. The only 

problem is learning how. 

Harvard Health states that “Many factors influence the mental health of employees. 

Organizational issues include poor communication and management practices, limited 

participation in decision making, and long or inflexible working hours and a lack of team 

cohesion.” (Kestel, 2019) All of these concerns are within our control as leaders and managers 

within the workplace. 

Communication is going to come up as a problem whether you are working fast food, or in a 

fortune 500 organization. In utilizing tools to increase communication such as email, instant 



messaging, texting, and phone calls, we somehow forgot to truly communicate. Face to face 

conversations have become a thing of the past, and I maintain that they should truly be a thing of 

the present and future. Learning to not just talk with your employees, but truly communicate 

with them, will break down mental health barriers holding them back from their optimal 

performance. 

Along with poor communication, limited decision making contributes to mental health 

struggles within organizations as well. While it may be impossible to let every single voice 

contribute to decisions, that doesn’t mean that we cannot try to build these communication 

bridges. Even allowing employees voices to be heard on small decisions can bring an air of 

importance into our organizations. The employees are the reason that an organization can 

function, it is only fair to let them participate in the decision-making process in any way that is 

reasonable. 

In the NBA a team that doesn’t mesh well can be identified early on throughout the season. 

Poor playmaking, terrible losses, and poor attitude follow their every move throughout the 

season until major changes can be made. The same rings true for organizations. When teams lack 

the communication utilities to find success the negative effects can be immeasurable.  

Are you setting up your teams for failure? Or are you providing the tools and resources 

needed to allow team cohesion? It isn’t reasonable to think that every single team that is put 

together will get along. In fact, most of them wont. That is why communication is such an 

important skill to have within your organization. Creating spaces and opportunities for teams to 

find success and have their voices heard will improve performance down the line every time. 



If we improve communication, allow our employees to be involved in the decision-making 

process, and provide opportunities to create better team cohesion, maybe we can create an 

atmosphere within our organization where those struggling with depression and anxiety can 

thrive. Helping employees overcome their obstacles is a surefire way to improve their 

performance, and the quality of their lives while they work at your organization. 

 

Mental Health and Management 

When provided the statistics throughout this document, I have no doubt that mental health 

problems exist in the workplace and are a major obstacle for many employees’ productivity. As a 

manager and leader, you have a unique opportunity to help people improve their lives at home, 

and at work. By creating a safe space at the office, you will impact their lives when they leave as 

well.  

There are three major ideas that can help you create this atmosphere of psychological safety. 

Begin practicing active listening. There is a major difference between hearing someone, and 

really listening to what they have to say. Create a mental health strategy for your employees 

utilizing your workplaces resources. Once you have accomplished these two goals, you can lead 

by example. These three steps will help your organization make major steps towards being an 

industry leader in mental health in the workplace. 

What is active listening? Rather than listening to the people communicating with you in 

anticipation of giving a response, really try to listen to what they have to say. When someone 

approaches you stating that they are having a hard time getting their work down. You might 

instantly hear that they are being unproductive, they cannot handle the workload that you have 



trusted them with, or that they get distracted easily. In reality, if you actively listen, you might 

find that the guidelines and expectations that you gave them were not clear enough, maybe there 

are communication obstacles with another department that the work depends on, and maybe this 

employee is struggling with their mental health and could use some extra help getting back on 

track. 

Indeed places “Practice active listening” on their list of top ten ways to become a better 

manager. (Indeed, 2022) Not only will this improve your ability to lead, but it will improve your 

life as a regular person. That’s what all of this is really about. Instead of separating people as 

employees instead of people, active listening can help you focus on them as a human being with 

needs and problems. When we humanize the employees in our care, it makes it easier to create a 

working environment that everyone wants to be a part of. 

Forbes states that “creating a mental health strategy” is key to helping individuals with 

mental health issues in the workplace. (Forbes, 2021) A mental health strategy can be creating a 

goal with your employee to help them take each individual step when it comes to tackling this 

obstacle. When we hold ourselves accountable to other people, achieving results can be much 

easier. 

Referring back to our example of the car accident. If I was that employee, struggling with 

getting back to work because of my anxiety I would appreciate a workplace mental health 

strategy that helped me get back to where I want to be. Make sure that you don’t confuse this for 

the performance improvement plans that we talked about earlier. You are not going into this 

strategy with the goal of satisfying numbers. You are going in with the intention of helping your 

employees reach a place where they want to be.  



The steps will be different because this is about the improvement of your employees’ lives, 

not the improvement of their performance at work. This can be as personal, or not, as the 

employee wants. It can be related to work, it can be related to personal life, whatever the 

employee needs to feel heard and needed. When struggling through challenging times everyone 

can use someone to help them walk through the darkness. 

My own personal insight would be leading by example. Looking back in history, all great 

leaders were willing to do exactly what they asked of their followers. All of these concepts and 

principles would simply fall to the wayside if you attempted to implement them within your 

organization, and then chose not to follow them yourself. You have to chose for yourself what 

that means and looks like at work.  

When it comes to mental health, I am willing to communicate my own personal story and 

struggles with anxiety and depression. I want to create a safe atmosphere where my employees 

can come talk about their struggles. When it comes to taking care of others, I want to be there for 

the people in my life, whether or not people are there to see it. 

If you have an employee who suffered serious injuries from a car crash, be willing to take the 

time to go and visit them. You are never to busy to take care of others. The Health and Safety 

Executive Organization in the UK state that you can improve the environment at work when you 

“Promote communications and open conversations, by raising awareness and reducing stigma.” 

(HSE, N.D.) In other words, the change within your organization can start with you. 

When I experienced the fear for my job after expressing my concerns about anxiety to my 

boss, I made a choice to ensure that others would never have that fear when I was their manager. 

After several years of hard work and dedication I became the General Manager of that restaurant. 



By implementing active listening, mental health strategies, and leading by example we were able 

to become one of the highest rated locations within that organization in just one year. 

Employees wanted to come to work, they wanted to communicate with each other, and they 

genuinely cared about their co-workers.  

While I understand that this is a very small-scale example of what I am asking you to 

implement. I do believe that it can have major impacts wherever it is implemented. Management 

has a much larger impact on the mental health of its employees than it is willing to admit.  

When communicating with your employees about their mental health challenges, and the 

things that you can do to help them. Be sure to identify the tools that your organization offers. 

Paid Time Off, Insurance benefits, and mental health conferences are all great resources that you 

can provide employees to encourage growth and mental health safety.  

 

Conclusion 

Anxiety is here to stay within our organizations. It only recently has become more 

normalized in our society as we become more and more comfortable communicating it with 

others. Knowing what it is, how it effects the people around us, and what you can do to combat it 

as a leader in the workplace can be a major steppingstone towards better productivity, and 

quality of life for your employees.  

Depression effects millions of Americans every year. It can be hard to spot, and even 

more difficult to combat on your own. Being willing to communicate with your team in an 



honest and open way can ensure the psychological safety required to take care of your 

employees, and for your employees to take care of each other. 

People in management and leadership roles in organizations have a much larger impact 

on the mental health of their employees than they realize. There are several things that you can 

do to ensure a healthy working environment. You can practice active listening, create mental 

health strategies for your employees, and lead by example. With these strategies in tow, you can 

create workplaces that are industry leading when it comes to handling mental health challenges. 

While you may not struggle with anxiety and depression personally. Most people will be 

impacted by its effects in one way or another. Some may be impacted by family members who 

are struggling with it. Some may eventually feel it’s effects personally, even if they aren’t 

struggling with it now. Some may find that their co-workers and friends may be having a hard 

time, and they will see them struggle to overcome certain challenges. If there is one lesson to 

take away from all of these facts, thoughts, and ideas it would be this; be kind and take care of 

others. 
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