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REMOVING THE STIGMA
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What do they have in 

common?



❖Thanks to psychiatric  
medications and various 
therapies, it’s not easy to tell 
who is suffering with some 
form of  mental illness in the 
21st century workplace.

The 21st Century Workplace

Creative Commons



OVERVIEW

❖ Background

❖ Leading With Mental Health in Mind

❖ Positive vs. Toxic Leadership Traits

❖Managing Self & Self-Care

❖ Laws & Regulations 



BACKGROUND

❖How this study started …



LEADING WITH MENTAL HEALTH IN MIND

❖National stats / fair assumptions

❖1 in 5 adults in U.S. experience a mental health crisis annually 

or 44.7 million (National Alliance on Mental Illness).

❖1 in 17 live with a chronic mental illness requiring medication 

(ibid).



LEADING WITH MENTAL HEALTH IN MIND

❖Why is it important for a leader to know what to look for 
in signs of mental distress?

❖Because employees need their supervisors to 
understand their challenges, (even though they may 
strive to hide their mental challenges).

❖Just knowing the basic types of mental disorders that 
may exist in any work environment suggests a leader 
cares, and therefore heightens credibility.



“You must have empathy for their life 
problems as well as their work problems, in 
other words, exhibit emotional healing.”

- General Colin Powell



LEADING WITH MENTAL HEALTH IN MIND

❖The Centers for Disease Control defines mental 
illnesses as “conditions that affect a person’s 
thinking, feeling, mood or behavior, such as 
depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, or 
schizophrenia...”

❖A few more basic definitions …



LEADING WITH MENTAL HEALTH IN MIND

• Mood disorders and anxiety disorders are two of the 
more popular forms of mental illness in the 
workplace.

- Mood disorders include depression, bi-polar 
disorder, substance-induced mood disorders, to 
name a few.

- Anxiety disorders may include phobias, panic 
attacks, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), even 
Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

- NIMH – National Institute of Mental Health



POSITIVE VS. TOXIC LEADERSHIP TRAITS

“People don’t quit their jobs. They 
quit their bosses.”

Todd Whitaker

ASCD January 2021 Conference on Educator Mental Health & Wellness



POSITIVE VS. TOXIC LEADERSHIP TRAITS

• My research concluded the following leadership traits 
have positive effects in a workplace where mental 
illness exists: 

Empathy Adaptability Caring

Humility Inclusiveness Truthfulness

Sincerity Flexibility Accessibility

Servanthood Approachability 



RESEARCH Q.2: LEADERSHIP TRAITS

Q. 25 – POSITIVE LEADERSHIP TRAITS

Tables 18 and 19 – Q.25 Pretest and Posttest Histogram



POSITIVE VS. TOXIC LEADERSHIP TRAITS

• The following leadership traits have negative effects 
on the workplace where mental illness exists: 

Sternness

Firmness

Inflexibility

Assertiveness

Competitiveness



RESEARCH Q.2: LEADERSHIP TRAITS

Q. 26 – NEGATIVE LEADERSHIP TRAITS

Tables 21 and 22 – Q.26 Pretest and Posttest 



EMPOWERMENT & MENTAL HEALTH
IN THE WORKPLACE

• Connection between feeling empowered and 
feeling healthy mentally (Dorsey Dissertation).

• Connection between toxic workplaces, not feeling 
empowered, and poor mental health. Leadership 
sets the tone (Dorsey Dissertation).

• Employees suffering from mental disturbances want 
to know their leaders care about them as people. 





TO EMPOWER: 
WHAT ARE THE 

SYNONYMS?

•
“… empathy fuels 

connection. It is feeling with 

people.”
Brene’ Brown

affirm

appraise

valuate

validate

bestow

kindness

encourage

vitalize

accept

empathize

with



“Like any good teacher, an effective leader will 
want to inspire [empower] their people to be 
their best possible selves, …” 

- ROSHAN THIRAN

https://www.leaderonomics.com/author/roshanthiran


WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE DON’T 
EMPOWER?

Hurting people hurt people … and 
sometimes themselves.



EMPATHY VS. SYMPATHY

• Empathy is the more desirable of the two. 
According to Brene’ Brown, “… empathy fuels 
connection. It is feeling with people,” whereas mere 
sympathy “drives disconnection…” 

• Leaders are in unique positions to “influence the 
mental health of their employees,” according to Dr. 
Aimée Gayed.

• According to the Black Dog Institute in Australia, “… 
an inspiring, motivational and caring leadership 
style has been associated with enhanced mental 
wellbeing.” 



WHY IT MATTERS
• “Managers and leaders with higher emotional quotients 

have greater sensitivity and empathy…” and can 
identify with their employees’ problems, fears, and show 
genuine interest and concern. That makes employees 
feel cared for and goes a long way in reducing their 
mental stress. (Black Dog Institute, Australia) 

• According to the Wall Street Journal, company execs 
now say humble people make better bosses. 



RESEARCH Q.3: MANAGING SELF & SELF-CARE

Research Question 3: “Is the typical twenty-first century 
manager equipped with the necessary self-management 
skills that will help them navigate the complicated waters 
of leading and managing employees suffering from 
psychiatric disorders, while avoiding a mental health 
challenge of their own?” 



MANAGING SELF & SELF-CARE

• A lesson from flight attendants: If the oxygen mask drops 
down in the airplane, midflight, and you have your child 
with you, how many can recall what to do first? 

• That’s right, put on your mask first!

• In our profession, it translates into self-care – FIRST.

• Yet many leaders I surveyed were unaware of when 
they needed to stop and take care for themselves. 



MANAGING SELF & SELF-CARE

❖ What contributes to burnout and 

disempowerment among educators?

❖ Compassion fatigue, unrealistic expectations, 

fast pace, work strain … ! 



MANAGING SELF & SELF-CARE
Table 24 – Self-

Management

21. I go someplace to cool 

down after a particularly 

difficult encounter with an 

employee who I suspect 

has mental health 

challenges.

22. In my encounter with a 

subordinate(s) who had a 

mental breakdown on the job, 

I experienced a degree of 

stress and other negative 

emotions.

23. I have read at least one 

book or article on the topic of 

supervising employees who 

have psychiatric disabilities.

24. I engage in annual 

leadership training to maintain 

and further develop my skills.

19R. I [do not] feel tension when 

one of my employees whom I 

suspect is mentally imbalanced 

reports to work.

Mean 

Pretest 

Posttest

3.14

3.26

3.37

3.70

2.85

2.88

3.71

4.04

3.19

3.08

SD: Pretest

SD: Posttest

1.195

1.214

1.212

1.105

1.599

1.624

1.056

1.160

1.167

1.139

Paired

Differences Mean .12 .33 .03 .33 -0.11



MANAGING SELF & SELF-CARE

❖Why is Self-Care Important?

❖Higher education can be stressful, and stress can 
bring on mental disorders.

❖Some of the leaders I interviewed offered tips and 
suggestions for self-care: go for a 15-minute walk, 
self-reflect, take vacation time, disconnect, visit EAP, 
exercise, healthy eating, talk to your supervisor or HR 
manager, read articles about others going through 
similar challenges.



❖Research Question 4: “How 
much do leaders in higher 
education know about the 
applicable laws, regulations, and 
policies related to supervising 
mental ill employees in the 
workplace?” 



RESEARCH Q.4: LAWS, REGULATIONS 
& POLICIES

Tables 25 and 26 – Laws, Regulations and Policies Pretest and 

Posttest 



LAWS & REGULATIONS

❖The connection between mental illness and ADA is 
not always obvious.

❖There are ADA and EEOC laws and regulations 
governing mental impairment in the workplace.



LAWS AND REGULATIONS

❖Faculty or staff suffering from a psychiatric disability are 
entitled to a reasonable accommodation in the 
workplace under Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

❖According to the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity 
Commission (EEOC), a reasonable accommodation “is 
a change in the way things are normally done at work 
that enables an individual to do a job, apply for a job, 
or enjoy equal access to a job’s benefits and 
privileges.”



LAWS AND REGULATIONS

• If an employee requests accommodations because 
of a mental condition, they have initiated the 
Interactive Process under ADA law. The Interactive 
Process is where employee and employer enter 
discussions to agree upon reasonable 
accommodations.



LAWS AND REGULATIONS

• According to the ADA and EEOC, “… mental 
health conditions are no different than physical 
health conditions under the law.” Since “charges 
of discrimination based on mental health 
conditions are on the rise,” one can deduce 
that some in leadership are unaware that 
employees with psychiatric disabilities also have 
protections under the law.



LAWS AND REGULATIONS

• According to the EEOC, faculty or staff suffering from 
mental illness may conceal their condition from their 
employer unless: 1) they have already asked for a 
reasonable accommodation; or, 2) they have 
demonstrated objective evidence on the job that they 
cannot perform their job or may pose a safety risk because 
of their condition.



LAWS AND REGULATIONS

• The ADA also protects employees in the workplace 
who do not suffer from mental illness. When faculty 
or staff who do suffer from mental illness become 
violent or issue verbal threats, they pose a direct 
threat to the workplace and are not protected 
under ADA. Though mentally ill, such employees can 
be fired.



LAWS AND REGULATIONS

• If faculty or staff threaten to stop taking doctor-
prescribed medication for a mental condition, this 
could be interpreted as a direct threat to the 
workplace.
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