
Mental Health 
Guide for 
Managers
December 4, 2024

Ha rva rd  School of Engineering  a nd 
Applied  Sciences

Fa cilita ted  by: W ynne Meyer, MA. LMHC



Agenda

01

04

02

05

03

06

What is mental health, 
common misperceptions and 
reducing stigma

Managers Role Signs and Behaviors

Goals of Conversation 
around Mental Health

Top 2 most
FAQ for Managers

Time for your Questions



Goa l: Be a w a re  of people  you 
supervise , cons ider broa d context of 
MH a nd be mindful of your ow n 
experience. 

1  in 5  U.S. Adults  a re  living  w ith 
menta l illness .

74% of employees  sa y its  a ppropria te  
to d iscuss  menta l hea lth concerns  a t 
w ork. 58% feel comforta ble  doing so.

Source: NAMI 2024, Ga llup 2024

Harvards’ Commitment to 
Mental Health



Stats for Mental Health in the workplace
A survey of U.S. workers showed that 1 in 5 rate their mental health as fair or poor.
(National Council of Mental Wellbeing, 2024)

64% of Managers say that mental health affected their job last year, (57% for non-managers).
(Gallup 2023)

35 Million workdays are lost each year due to mental illness. (Lyra 2023)

39% of employees worry that informing their organization of a mental illness will 
have a negative impact on them in the workplace. (American Psychological Association, 2024)

70% of people indicated that their manager had the greatest impact on their mental health,
which was on par with their partner. (Workforce Institute, 2023)



What is Mental 
Health?
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Mental Illness

Mental Health and Mental illness

Dia gnosa ble psychia tric 
condtions  tha t a ffect thinking , 
mood, beha vior a nd a ctions .

Most Common in the  w orkpla ce:
• Anxiety
• Depress ion
• Substa nce Use
• Attention Deficit Disorder

Encompa sses  overa ll emotiona l, 
psychologica l a nd socia l 
w ellbeing .

“Menta l Hea lth is  a  s ta te  of 
w ellbeing tha t ena bles  people  to 
cope w ith life  s tressors , rea lize  their 
a bilities , lea rn a nd w ork w ell a nd 
contribute  to their community.”
-W orld  Hea lth Orga niza tion 

Mental Health



Mental Health Continuum



Common Misperceptions about Mental illness
“People can snap out of 
it.”

“Medication doesn’t 
work.”

“Mentally ill people are 
violent.”

“As long as I can 
continue doing…., I am 
ok.”

“I have to know exactly what 
to do when someone is 
struggling with mental 
health.”

“People with mental illness 
are lazy, weak, etc.”

“You will become addicted 
if you take an opiod 
medication.”

“It can’t happen to me.”

“It’s all in someone’s 
head.”

“It’s not a medical 
disoder.”

“Once people have a 
mental illness, they can 
never recover.”



Manager’s Role
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Start the conversation

Your role….

Check in w ith employees  in a  
regula rly scheduled  meeting . 

Express  w ha t you ha ve 
observed or noticed  in their 
beha vior or a ffect. 

Might this  a pply to Disa bility, 
FMLA., or other resources  a t 
Ha rva rd? Try to remove 
a dminis tra tive  ba rriers .

• Rea ch out to HR
• Ca ll KGA.

Set a s ide  time to spea k w ith 
them priva te ly.

Express  your concern 

Lis ten w ithout interrupting . 

Expla in tha t you a re  a w a re  of a  
resource  tha t could  be  helpful. 

Give conta ct informa tion a nd 
w a ys  to be  in touch. 

Show awareness Consider options and consult 
with others.

Direct them to resources.



Follow-up Ma ke sure  to check ba ck in w ith the  
person to see  if they ma de a  
connection in a  timely ma nner. 

Ask how  else  you ca n be  helpful. 

Ask w ha t you ca n continue to do a s  
a  ma na ger to suppprt them in their 
role  a nd w ork respons ib ilites . 



Signs and 
Behaviors
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Signs and Behaviors
W ork Cha nges

Decrea sed Enga gement

La ck of Colla bora tion

Problems concentra ting/ma king 
decis ions

Decrea sed Productivity

Unusua l communica tion s tyle

Absenteeism, presenteeism, la te

Mood/Attitude Cha nges

Fa tigued/exha us ted

Moodiness  or quick to 
temper

Cynicism

Looking tea rful

Deteriora ting  or d isheveled  
a ppea ra nce

W ithdra w n



Signs and Behaviors in virtual environment

Cha nges  in Appea ra nce

Tone of Voice

Enga gement in meetings



Small Breakout Discussion: 
Two Case Examples

Instructions:

• Read Case studies

• Select who will report back to large group

• Choose 1 case to start discussing.

• If time permits, do the 2nd one.

Goal:

Consider signs of concern, discuss ways to respond including your empathic 
response.



Small Breakout Discussion:
Two Case Examples

Hope has been having trouble maintaining emotions at work and often appears 
tearful and sullen. When a manager approaches, she learns that the 
employee's mother has a brain tumor, and the employee is caretaking for her 
mother and her two young children.
__________________________________________________________________

Tom is  norma lly a  grea t contributor w ho performs w ell, gets  a long w ell w ith 
collea gues , is  punctua l, a nd fully enga ged in their role . La tely, how ever, you, their 
ma na ger, notice tha t they a re a rriving  to w ork la te , checking  their phone more 
frequently, a nd a ppea ring  tense. During  meetings , you sense tha t they a re ea ger 
to lea ve quickly a nd move on to the next ta sk. In your conversa tions  w ith them, 
they provide short, concise a nsw ers  to ques tions  w ithout expa nding , w hich is  
unlike their typica l beha vior.



Handling the Conversation 
around Mental Health
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Goals of Conversation Set a s ide  time priva te ly 1:1 

Lis ten w ith compa ss ion

Ask for cla rifica tion

If true , rea ssure  them their job  isn’t 
a t risk

Discuss  priva cy concerns

Expla in tha t you w ill explore  a ny 
re leva nt policies  a nd/or benefits   
tha t might be  a va ila ble .

Pla n a  time to follow -up.



What to do and say… Sens itively a sk if you ca n touch 
ba se  w ith them.

Express  gra titude a nd tha nks

Use Va lida ting  phra ses  a nd 
ques tions  such a s…

“It sounds  like a  tough time right now .”
“I a m sorry this  is  ha ppening .”
“Is  there a nything  I ca n do to help?”
“W ha t a re you hoping  for?”
“W ha t w ould a  good outcome look like 
for you?”

Essentia lly you a re  communica ting…..
“My job , a s  your ma na ger, is  to help  you meet 
the  dema nds  a nd support you in your role . 
How  ca n I bes t do tha t?”



Try to avoid Saying….
“It could be worse.”

“Just deal with it.”

“Snap out of it.”

“Everyone feels that way sometimes.”

“We’ve all been there.”

“You’ve got to pull yourself together.”

“I know just how you feel.”

“It’s not as bad as you think.”

“It’s all in your head.”

“You have a lot to be grateful for. Focus on that.”

“Everyone goes through something. You’ll be fine.”

“Just push through it”

“Maybe try thinking happier thoughts”



What to Say instead….
“Tha nk you for te lling  me.”

“W ha t ca n I do to support you?”

“I’m sorry to hea r this  is  ha ppening for you. It 
mus t be  so tough.”

“W e don’t ha ve to ta lk if you don’t w a nt to a nd 
I’m ha ppy to jus t s it here  w ith you.”

“I ca n’t exa ctly know  w ha t you a re  going through, 
but I ha ve some idea .”

“Ca n I te ll you a bout some of our employee 
benefits  tha t could  help?”



Top 2 FAQ 
From Managers
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Manager FAQ #1:

How do you manage a mental 
health concern that is also a 
performance related issue?



Handling MH and Performance Concerns
• Consult w ith HR a nd KGA.

• Consider how  you might ha ndle  it if it 
w ere  a  phys ica l illness  a nd performa nce 
issue. 

• Be mindful a nd ma na ge your ow n 
re la tionship  w ith the  s itua tion.

• Ha ve regula rly scheduled  check-ins .

• Provide cons is tent feedba ck a bout 
w ha t’s  going w ell a nd w here  there  is  a  
specific concern for w ork respons ib ilities . 



Manager FAQ #2:

How do I maintain and 
respect boundaries 

with employees and 
still perform my role as 

a manager?



Setting Boundaries with respect
Stay engaged
Pa y a ttention w hen employees  spea k a nd lis ten 
firs t.

State clearly what you can and can’t do. 
“I ca n see you a re going  through a  lot now  a nd I’d  
like to support you a s  a  ma na ger. How  bes t ca n I 
do tha t?” 

If someone is unloading a lot of personal 
information.
“You deserve to ha ve someone tha t you ca n ta lk to 
a bout a ll this . I a m not tra ined to do tha t, ha ve you 
cons idered getting  a  consult w ith the EAP? I think it 
might be helpful to get connected. W ould you like 
my help to do so?

Then, How  a s  a  ma na ger ca n I support you in your 
w ork responsibilities  here?”



Responsive Behaviors

In Summary

• Recognizing  ea rly w a rning  
Signs

• Acknow ledge a nd connecting  
w ith employee.

• Providing  Resources

• Follow -up

• Communica ting  regula rly 
a nd Lis tening

• Pra ctica l Support w ith 
job/role

• Role modeling

• Reducing  s tigma

Supportive Behaviors



Time for your questions
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Resources
*HU Resource Pa ge
KGA: Your Employee Ass is ta nce Progra m
877-327-4278
My.kga lifeservices .com
Org. Code: Ha rva rd

THANKS! 



Primary Characteristics of Burnout
• Appears physically fatigued
• Takes longer to get things done
• Physical symptoms/illness
• Increase in anxiety/depression symptoms 
• Increased Irritability

Physical and Emotional 
Exhaustion

• Loss of interest and motivation in projects
• Searching for ways to get out of doing work.
• Using excuses to get out of meetings
• Lack of trust from co-workers.
• Missed appointments, calling in sick often/leaving 

early.

Feelings of 
Cynicism/Detachment

• More time spent working but feeling as if nothing is 
accomplished.

• Incomplete and work that is below standard.
• Feelings of apathy, comments like, “What’s the use?”

Ineffectiveness/lack of 
accomplishment



Burnout Strategies to support employees…
• Demonstra te  Compa ss ion a nd 

Empa thy to the  individua l a nd their 
unique s itua tion.

• Consider modifia ble  conditions  for 
burnout a nd determine w ha t 
ins trumenta l support is  a va ila ble . 

• Modeling  hea lthy self ca re  by us ing 
PTO a nd scheduling  brea ks .

• Acknow ledge a nd a pprecia te  both 
tea m a nd individua l efforts .



Manager FAQ #1:

How do I recognize 
burnout ?
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