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When You Need to Take Time Off Work 

for Mental Health Reasons 
Barbara Ricci - Harvard Business Review 

March 27th, 2018 
 

Personal health should be a private matter. But when you need 

to take time off work due to a mental health condition, often it 

isn’t possible to maintain that privacy. As a board member at 

the National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), and a former 

managing director at two global banks (UBS and Deutsche 

Bank), I’ve been approached by hundreds of colleagues and 

clients over the past 30 years seeking advice for themselves or 

a colleague, friend, or family member on how best to manage 

professional life while dealing with a mental health condition 

themselves or caring for a loved one who is. Here is what I 

usually tell them. 

First off, this is a common situation. Just because you don’t 

know of anyone else at your company who has taken time off 

for mental health reasons doesn’t mean there isn’t precedent. 

Diagnosable mental health conditions impact one in five 

Americans in any given year. Treatment for the most common 

conditions (namely depression) is effective 80% of the time, but 

fewer than half of the people who need help get it, often 

because of social stigma, the fear of repercussions at work, or  
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lack of access to quality, affordable care. 

While workplace culture is not the cause of an illness, certain cultures, especially 

those that require employees to work long hours in sedentary conditions, can 

make an illness difficult to manage. Lack of adequate sleep, an inability to 

maintain an exercise routine, loss of time with friends and loved ones, or 

substance misuse can lead to deteriorating mental health, which can make it 

hard to keep up at work. 

If you need to take a leave of absence, ideally you’d be able to calmly inform 

your manager or HR department that you need to go on leave, while sharing 

only a minimal amount of information and keeping your diagnosis private. For a 

longer-term disability leave, as opposed to a normal sick leave, your doctor will 

likely need to provide documentation to your firm’s disability insurance provider. 

The disability provider acts as an intermediary between you and your employer 

and does not share your diagnosis with your employer. The provider would then 

evaluate information about your health status and make recommendations 

regarding when you can return to work. 

It’s important to know your rights and your company’s policies. In the U.S., the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) makes it illegal to discriminate against an 

employee with a mental health issue. Many conditions, such as bipolar disorder, 

major depression, and post-traumatic stress, are covered under the ADA, but it 

does not provide blanket protection. The federal Equal Employment Opportunity 

Commission (EEOC) provides guidance on the rights and obligations of 

employers and employees and can be a good source of information for those in 

the U.S. 

Once you’ve negotiated your leave and gotten the help you need, a big question 

is how to return to work: What do you tell coworkers? Your boss? How do you 

get back into the swing of things without compromising your health? Of course, 

no two paths will be the same. 

Start by weighing the pros and cons of being open about a diagnosis. Many 

people have physical or mental health issues and opt not to tell their coworkers   

or employers about them. The law is on your side here. The EEOC says the 

returning employees may keep their diagnosis private in most situations. But of 
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course, your manager may already know about your condition if you involved 

them in taking the leave of absence. 

In my experience, there are typically two types of people who will disclose, 

despite the fear of prejudice or discrimination at work. The first group is those 

who want to bring their whole selves to work and don’t want to hide. The 

second group includes leaders, either in title or in practice, who understand 

that openly acknowledging their diagnosis can shed a positive light on what it 

means to work with someone with a mental, or invisible, disability. 

Regardless of whether you disclose, prepare for colleagues’ questions about 

your absence. A brief and consistent narrative will help you stay focused on 

readjusting to work. You might say something like, “I took time off for health 

[or personal] reasons, but things are fine now and I’m happy to be back to 

work.” 

Consider whether you should go back full-time right away or part-time at first. 

Dealing with a mental illness can be exhausting, so give yourself the time you 

need. Reintegrate into your larger social circle with the same measured pace. 

And consider the impact of any medications you might be taking. Some might 

make you drowsy, so see if you can shift your hours to avoid working at your 

most tiring periods. Over time, your psychiatrist may want to adjust your 

medications to optimally manage your brain chemistry. It can be days, weeks, 

or months before you and your doctor can tell if the medication and dosage 

are right for you. During this transition time, you may experience physical 

reactions or mood swings. 

Develop a personal mantra to help you transition back: “Be compassionate to 

myself.” “I’m on a learning curve.” “Take it a few hours at a time.” Rely on your 

support system — an empathetic family member, a close friend, a doctor or 

therapist, and perhaps a trusted colleague at work. They can provide insight 

into your behavior that can prevent the onset or reduce the seriousness of your 

illness. 

Stick to a routine, whenever possible. Find a quiet place where you can take 

short breaks, or even meditate, during the day. Before you go home, make a 

brief list of the next day’s priorities. Think through how you will manage 
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business travel that involves crossing time zones; jet lag can cause backsliding. 

In the evening, jot down a few positive things that happened during the day. 

Journaling can help you track your moods and behavior and can help your 

psychiatrist calibrate your medications. 

To prevent setbacks, learn to recognize the early warning signs. Are you 

stressed, anxious, or getting into conflicts at work? Keep in mind that there is a 

difference between a bad day and relapsing. 

Finally, if you want to have a conversation with your boss or colleagues about 

your health, do it on your terms, when work is going well and you are in an 

unemotional state. You might make yourself more vulnerable with those you 

trust, but being able to share your diagnosis can help to dispel myths and 

reduce stigma. Talking about mental health, just as one would talk about 

physical health, sends a powerful message that it’s OK to get help. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Article: https://hbr.org/2018/03/when-you-need-to-take-time-off-work-for-

mental-health-reasons  
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20th Annual Caliber 

Awards 

 

Let us know who has been 

making a difference for our 

behavioral health community! 

 

 To view nomination categories or to 

submit a nomination please go to: 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/6LYDB56 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/6LYDB56
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https://www.eventbrite.com/e/7th-annual-across-the-

lifespan-conference-tickets-42913079175  
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SAMHSA, together with Massachusetts General Hospital's Recovery 

Research Institute, is offering a webcast series, The Power of Perceptions 

and Understanding: Changing How We Deliver Treatment and Recovery 

Services. The four-part series educates health care professionals about 

the importance of using approaches that are free of discriminatory 

attitudes and behaviors in treating individuals with substance use 

disorders and related conditions. The series will feature discussions 

among experts in the field of addiction treatment, research, and policy. 

The webcasts will air live at 2 p.m. Eastern Time on the following dates: 

• March 28, 2018: "Overcoming Stigma, Ending Discrimination" 

• April 26, 2018: "Why Addiction Is a Disease and Why It's Important" 

• May 22, 2018: "Reducing Discriminatory Practices in Clinical Settings" 

• June 19, 2018: "A Future Without Discrimination and Discriminatory 

Practices" 

Earn up to 4.0 free CME/CE credits for attending each of the 1-hour online 

webcasts. Each presentation will be available afterward on SAMHSA’s YouTube 

Channel. 

 

Learn More & Register for the Series  

http://links.govdelivery.com/track?type=click&enid=ZWFzPTEmbWFpbGluZ2lkPTIwMTgwMzI2Ljg3NTIxMzAxJm1lc3NhZ2VpZD1NREItUFJELUJVTC0yMDE4MDMyNi44NzUyMTMwMSZkYXRhYmFzZWlkPTEwMDEmc2VyaWFsPTE3NTAzNjg0JmVtYWlsaWQ9cmhlbnJ5QGRhbnlhaW5zdGl0dXRlLm9yZyZ1c2VyaWQ9cmhlbnJ5QGRhbnlhaW5zdGl0dXRlLm9yZyZmbD0mZXh0cmE9TXVsdGl2YXJpYXRlSWQ9JiYm&&&106&&&https://www.samhsa.gov/power-perceptions-understanding/webcasts
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FY18 LMB 
Technical 
Assistance - 
Impact of 
Incarceration, 
Hanover - 
4.5.2018 
by Governor's Office for 
Children 
 

9:00 a.m - 4:00 p.m. 
 

MD Department of Transportation Headquarters 

7201 Corporate Center Drive, Hanover MD 21076 
 

Ann Adalist-Estrin of the National Resource Center on Children and 

Families of the Incarcerated will provide two, regional one-day technical 

assistance sessions to Local Management Boards that have committed to 

a focus on children with incarcerated parents. Boards, along with their 

community partners, will have an opportunity to learn from each other, 

clarify plans, and strategize around program or initiative content and 

structure. Discussion will include: 
 

Universal Outreach 

Recruiting and maintaining families 

Staffing 

Policies and procedures necessary for success 

Evaluation 

Sustainability 
https://nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/about-us/ 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/fy18-lmb-technical-assistance-impact-of-incarceration-hanover-452018-tickets-41252212478#listing-organizer
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/fy18-lmb-technical-assistance-impact-of-incarceration-hanover-452018-tickets-41252212478#listing-organizer
https://nrccfi.camden.rutgers.edu/about-us/
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Thank you for reading! 
 

For future submissions to our newsletter please email me 

directly at lpollard@midshorebehavioralhealth.org 
 

See you next week! 
 

As always, we hope this newsletter has encompassed useful 

resources from our region. 
 

About MSBH: 

“The most important core value of our organization is hope: 

The belief that resiliency and recovery are real provides the 

essential and motivating message of a better future – that 

people and communities can, and do, overcome the internal 

and external challenges, barriers, and obstacles that confront 

them in order to achieve wellness.” 

 


