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Most Indian organisations in the 
private sector have fixed policies 
for availing sick leave, defining 
the number of days and means 
to avail them. However, these 
policies remain largely silent or 
inaccessible when it comes to 
‘mental health’.

India accounts for 36.6% of suicides 
globally (Armstrong and Vijayakumar, 
2018)* which contributes heavily to the 

growing number of cases of poor 
mental health. In 2016 alone, an 

ASSOCHAM1 study found that 42.5% of 
employees faced depression or general 

anxiety disorders.

When employee mental health support escapes the purview of workplace policies, it 
takes a significant toll on overall productivity as well as employee engagement. In an 
attempt to tackle the rising mental health crisis at work, this whitepaper focuses on 
building awareness about the seriousness of the issue, addressing myths about mental 
health concerns and discussing the importance of mental health in the workplace. 
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The World Health Organisation defines 
health as “a state of complete physical, 

mental and social well-being”.

Despite this, workplaces have largely 
focused on what one would consider as 
‘physical health’. The European Patients' 
Academy (EUPATI) defines physical 
health as ‘the condition of one’s body, 
including everything from the absence 
of disease to fitness levels’. It’s affected by 
a number of factors - Lifestyle 
(nutrition, physical activity, etc), 
the environment, sleep, etc. 
Providing insurance coverage, 
and paid maternity leave- are 
some of the ways in which 
organisations take care 
of their employees’ 
physical health. 

Mental health on the other hand refers to 
the condition of one’s psychological and 
emotional state. WHO defines it as “the 
state of well-being where every individual 
realises their own potential, manages the 
normal stresses of life, works productively 
and fruitfully, and can contribute to their 
community”. Thus, creating policies that 
look after employee’s mental health would 
aid the establishment of positive 
psychological traits. They would also 
promote emotional health, a state in which 
people are aware of their emotions and are 
able to manage both negative and positive 
feelings. 

It is evidently clear that 
mental health is not just the lack of 
a mental illness. To ensure that 
employees’ mental health issues are 
taken care of, organisations need to 
establish policies that are not restricted 
to supporting employees with mental 
illnesses, only. 

As an article in the Journal of 
Occupational and Environmental 
Medicine puts forth in a call to action, 
employers must go beyond making 
available clinical treatments for people 
with mental illnesses and start focusing 
on “primary prevention”. They also 
mention decreasing the chances of 
onset of disease by boosting protective 
factors and reducing risk factors within 
the workplace. 
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With brand messaging, quarterly 
broadcasts featuring talks with experts, 
audio programs, etc., Cisco 
communicated that it was there to 
support employees in changing to overall 
healthy ways of thinking and behaving. 
Their Health Risk Assessment(HRA) 
included questions on everything from 
depression to productivity and was used 
to help those with high risk for a mental 
illness get access to disease management 
programs. With discounts on health plans 
as incentive, they managed to increase 
participation in the HRA from 40 to 52%. 

An integrated policy would thus not only 
consider mental health as being the 
umbrella issue under which mental 
illnesses are looked at, but also recognise 
the relationship between emotional, 
physical and mental health. All these three 
factors go hand in hand – When 
employees are able to process their 
emotions better, they’re also able to make 
decisions better, and create higher 
turnovers, with which good mental health 
is associated. On the other hand, poor 
emotional health, such as not being able to 
cope with accumulated stress, can lead to 
an increased risk in developing 
depression2.

Such a scenario also has an impact on 
both short-term and long-term physical 
changes. According to the American 
Psychological Association, several forms 
of chronic stress can lead to increased 
levels of cardiovascular risk. At the 
workplace, when employees go through 
mental health issues due to high job 
demands, they’re more likely to develop a 
coronary disease. This also severely 
impacts their decision-making ability3.

It extends to several other scenarios - 
Depression can lead to a weakened 
immune system, while a number of 
other mood disorders are linked to 
being fatigued. The Canadian Mental 
Health Association also specifically 
states that people with serious mental 
health conditions are at a high risk of 
developing chronic physical conditions, 
and vice versa. It’s therefore necessary 
to create an integrated policy that 
merges all three areas of health4. Taking 
such a step may also increase the 
likelihood that employees reach out 
about their problems. 

American Express, for example, 
originally offered a telephone-only 
Employee Assistance Program (EAP) 
that had a utilisation rate of 4%. After 
changing it to being part of a “Healthy 
Living” image that talked about lifestyle 
and disease management, and adding 
face-to-face counselling options, the 
utilisation rate more than doubled. It’s 
possible then that creating a 
comprehensive employee health policy 
can not only be more effective in 
improving employee well-being, but 
also- in removing the stigma attached 
with ‘reaching out for help’. 
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The biggest challenge is the prevalence of various 
myths about mental health and mental illnesses. 
Thesemisconceptions, combined with discrimination 
faced by employees’ with mental health illnesses often 
leads to a wider stigma around discussing mental 
health at the workplace5. This makes 
it difficult for employees to 
acknowledge their issues and get 
access to help provided by their 
organisation.  The stigma around 
mental illnesses can also be 
linked to inaccurate portrayals of 
mental illness in films and the 
media.

In How India Perceives Mental 
Health: TLLLF National Survey 
Report 2018, it was found that 47% of the 
general population displayed a tendency to 
keep a safe distance from those with a 
mental illness. There however appeared to 
be a high awareness of mental illness, with 
at least 82% being able to name one term 
relating to the names and symptoms of 
mental illnesses. Despite this, 62% of 
participants used terms like ‘crazy/mad’ to 
describe mental illness. Awareness doesn’t 
become so much a barrier to tackle, as the 
stigma itself 6. 

Societal stigma can manifest as biases at 
the workplace. Across 35 countries 
(including India) no less than two-thirds of 
those with depression were discriminated 
against in their organisation or while 
searching for new jobs, in a study 
conducted by Brouwers et al.** Ranging 
from being ‘less likely to be promoted’, to 
being perceived as ‘unable to handle 
criticism’, experiences of those with mental 
illness have in some sense remained 
negative over a decade and across 
geographies. A news article in India dated 
2018 reported that sexual advances and 
taunting comments started being made 
towards a woman at office when it was let 
out that she was schizophrenic7.

This automatically renders people with 
mental illnesses more prone to bullying, 
harassment and abuse.It appears then 
that the praxis of gender discrimination 
intersects with that of mental health, 
making it more complicated for 
employees to deal with. Gender 
stereotypes regarding lack of emotional 
strength in women and alcohol 
addiction in men reinforce social stigma, 
and even influence the way they are 
treated. 

According to WHO, doctors are more 
likely to diagnose a woman with 
depression than a man, despite similar 
results on standardised depression tests. 
Stereotypes such as men being the 
breadwinners of the house or being 
emotionally strong create more 
obstacles for male employees to look out 
for assistance with mental health 
conditions. 
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Prolonged/ Chronic stress has been found to be the main cause of mental health 
issues in Indian employees. There are several reasons for stress levels going up. To 
understand what individuals go through that leads to depression, anxiety and even 
suicidal behaviour, each of these reasons have to be looked at more closely 8. 

PROLONGED/ CHRONIC STRESS

Demanding work schedules have led to employees spending long hours in the 
workplace. Not only does the pressure of meeting deadlines increase stress 
levelsbut spending so much time indoors also has other adverse effects9. Sitting for 
long hours and lack of exercise can affect a person’s mood, making them feel low. 
Long hours indoors in the office can also cause anxiety disorder, social withdrawal 
and erratic sleep patterns. The combination of all these factors contribute to poor 
physical and mental health.

WORKING LONG HOURS

Even when employees leave the office, they are unable to shut off from work. Smart 
phones keep them connected to emails, messages, and calls from their superiors 
and clients. Avoiding these communications is not an option as it could lead to dire 
consequences. As a result, many individuals find themselves working from home 
on the weekends and even on holidays. This inability to switch off and take their 
mind off work can cause a great deal of anxiety in employees. They might also be 
faced with internal conflict about wanting to take a break but be worried about how 
that would affect their job or position in the company. This too can affect their 
mental well-being.

CONSTANTLY CONNECTED

Employees who have too much on their plate can often feel overwhelmed. This 
could be caused due to a lack of planning and organisation, insufficient staff, or 
unrealistic client deliverables. If feeling overwhelmed occurs at certain times and 
then passes it doesn’t have a long-lasting effect. However, constantly feeling 
overwhelmed leads to chronic stress which is a common cause of depression and 
anxiety related disorders.

FEELING OVERWHELMED
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All these factors have led to an alarming rise in the number of employees suffering 
from issues like hypertension, high workplace stress, anxiety disorders and 
depression. The constant stress brings about workplace burnouts which comes 
with its fair share of mental ailments. If left untreated, these ailments can also 
manifest into serious complications.

Workplace bullying is an unfortunate reality for many employees. Over the past two 
decades a rise in incidents has led to more studies in this area. Bullying can occur in 
many forms ranging from outright rude behaviour and unsavoury comments to 
more subtle incidents. Employees who are frequently criticised, overlooked for 
opportunities, or are the subject of malicious gossip, all suffer the effects of 
bullying10.These incidents can cause severe anxiety at the mere thought of going to 
work. Bullying can also lead to suicidal behaviour. 

WORKPLACE BULLYING

A side effect of working long hours and being constantly connected is a lack of work 
life balance. People who get cut off from family and friends as a result are more 
prone to episodes of depression. Spending all their time at work can make people 
feel stuck, which can lead to anxiety. The vicious cycle continues when insomnia 
sets in and adds to mental and physical stress.

NO WORK LIFE BALANCE

Jobs offer financial stability which allow people to achieve other goals like provide 
for their families, educate their children, buy health insurance, and invest in their 
retirement. However, when jobs are scarce, and competition is high, there is an 
underlying fear of losing one’s job. This leads to a need to constantly overperform 
and prove one’s worth. The undue pressure from always trying to be at the top has 
been known to cause mental health issues.

FEAR OF LOSING ONE’S JOB

Many employees that fall in the younger demographics have left their hometowns 
to work in big cities. This arrangement leaves them without the support of 
immediate family. The separation can aggravate workplace stress due to feelings of 
loneliness and isolation. 

BEING AWAY FROM HOME
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Since 2007,anxiety and depression have increased by 50% among corporate India 
employees’ across 8 broad sectors like media, telecom and Knowledge Process 
Outsourcing (KPO) (Chaudhury and Modi, 2016). In a study involving over 6,000 
corporate employees in multiple cities in India, 80 per cent of the respondents 
exhibited symptoms of anxiety and 55 per cent had symptoms of depression.The 
current numbers are probably much higher.***

Anxiety Disorder: Although everyone 
feels nervous at times, a certain amount 
of anxiety is actually useful. For example, 
if you are worried about facilitating an 
upcoming presentation at work, it might 
motivate you to prepare better. Anxiety 
disorder on the other hand, is a mental 
health illness that is characterised by 
persistent and excessive worry or 
fear that is strong enough to 
interfere with daily life. 
Other symptoms of 
anxiety disorder 
include feeling tired 
easily, sleep issues, 
i r r i t a b i l i t y , 
inability to 
focus, and 
constantly 
f e e l i n g 
r e s t l e s s 1 1 . 

Unfortunately, 
the co-morbidity 
between anxiety 
disorder and clinical 
depression is 
c o m m o n . 

Clinical Depression: According to a 
study by WHO, India is the most 
depressed country in the world, with at 
least 6.5 per cent of the Indian 
population suffering from some form of 
the serious mental disorder12. 
Depression isn’t about ‘feeling blue’. 

Most people go through phases 
where they feel sad or 
unhappy. Clinical depression 

is characterised by severe 
and persistent low 

mood, profound 
sadness, or a sense 

of despair. Other 
s y m p t o m s 
include loss of 
interest in 

a c t i v i t i e s , 
thoughts of death, 

suicidal intention, 
feeling hopeless, 
pessimism, and changes 

in appetite13.

It is essential to remember that 
the symptoms of mental illnesses are 

persistent and impact all areas of life 
including work, study, relationships, 
hobbies, etc. If these symptoms are 
ignored, they will only get worse over a 
period of time and make it difficult for 
individuals to cope. 

Work-related stress plays a major role in 
triggering these mental health issues. 
Even more alarming is that the number 
of people at risk of suicidal behaviour 
increased from 2.1 in 10 employees to 
8.21, between 2008 and 201614. Without 
the right intervention and adequate 
measures on the part of the company, 
these figures are only poised to go up15.
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A private sector employee in India 
works for a minimum of 48-50 hours a 

week when compared to 33 hours a 
week in the UK and 40 hours a week 

in the US16.

Unfortunately, studies around mental 
health issues among Indian employees 
reveals a glaring lack of support from 
companies. While many employees have 
reported that they were asked not to talk 
about their problems, the facts are 
equally disheartening. Optum Health 
International discovered in a survey, that 
only 10% of 1.7-million registered Indian 
companies have a formal mental health 
programme for employees. Just about 
4,500 multinational companies 
have the facility17. Indian 
employees certainly seem to be 
getting the short-end of the stick 
when it comes to their mental 
well-being. But the problem 
doesn’t end there. The stigma 
attached to mental illness in 
India is still so great that 
e v e n w h e n 
facil it ies a r e 
available, m a n y 
d o n ’ t r e a c h 
out for help. 
N o t h i n g less 
than a 
complete shift 
in attitude 
towards mental 
health will help to 
change the 
current scenario.

Mental health issues pose a 
multi-pronged problem to Indian 
companies. Within the broader issue, 
many other factors also come into play. 
This section will look at one important 
aspect that needs to be acknowledged 
when understanding the state of mental 
health: ‘Gender-based differences in 
mental health issues among Indian 
employees’

According to a 2015 study published in the 
Indian Journal of Psychiatry, men and 
women process psychological distress 
differently. While men are more likely to 
externalise their mental illness, women 
are more prone to internalisation. Women 
are also at a higher risk of mental illness 
because aside from work stress they are 
subjected to societal and familial 
pressures. Because they keep their 
discomfort to themselves, women are less 
likely to reach out for help, or even be 
identified as having a mental disorder. 

A 2016 Wall Street Journal report 
stated that 38%18 of working women 
in India suffered from psychiatric 
morbidity; a condition 
characterised by physical and 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
deterioration 
resulting from 
mental illness. 

The number is 
c o n s i d e r a b l y 
higher than 

n o n - w o r k i n g 
women which 

stands at 26%. These 
statistics make it 

increasingly necessary 
for companies to take a 

serious look at their mental health 
policies. Both male and female 

employees should be given the required 
support and treatment to help combat 
their illness.
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In Sunita’s case, a lack of mental health support from her 
organisation, unrealistic client expectations and long working 
hours put her at a high risk for developing clinical depression. 
Due to an immense amount of pressure at work, she lost her 

motivation to complete projects on time, started feeling 
worthless that she wasn’t able to do as well as she used to and 

slept only for a few hours each night. Instead of the 
organisation looking into why Sunita wasn’t performing at her 
usual level, her manager advised her to start looking for a job 
elsewhere. Although Sunita reached out to a mental health 

professional on her own, many others would not feel 
comfortable to do the same. Mental health issues impact not 

only the employee, but the organisation at large.  

The World Health Organisation (WHO) 
has estimated economic losses worth 
$1.03 trillion in India, due to mental health 
conditions between 2012 and 203018. 
According to Harvard Medical School 
Professor, Vikram Patel, ‘Mental health is 
the single most important health issue in 
the workplace’. Prof. Patel states that 
mental health issues including substance 
abuse is the leading cause of decreased 
productivity and sickness. These factors 
also lead to increased absenteeism which 
eventually affects the bottom-line. By 
ignoring the mental well-being of 
employees, companies are hurting their 
own cause and adding to their losses. 

While work culture is notorious for 
contributing to the poor mental state of 
employees, a dramatic shift can make a 
significant difference. In the current 
scenario, not only are companies 
suffering losses due to compromised 
productivity, but their healthcare costs 
are also increasing. This poses a serious 
challenge to businesses. However, they 
need to realise that it is within their power 
to make a change. WHO’s studies have 
shown that every dollar invested in 
mental healthcare brings four times its 
value in19. The next section covers why 
mental health sensitisation is needed and 
how it can be done.
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Given the impact of mental health on a 
vast number of factors such as employee 
retention rates, operational efficiency and 
above all productivity, mental health 
programs should be as important to 
companies as their talent acquisition 
processes. There are a number of 
measures that can be taken at the 
organisational, team and individual levels 
in a company to ensure that contributors 
to poor mental health are curbed, and 
that an environment encouraging better 
health is created. While mental health 
sensitisation and awareness programs 
are a start, organisations need to address 
the stigma involved in talking about 
mental health20.

Although only a mental health 
professional can make a clinical 
diagnosis, it is beneficial for employees’ to 
be able to identify risk factors associated 
with mental health issues. Techniques 

such as deep-breathing, mental 
reframing, and radical 

acceptance could be taught 
and suggested to deal with 
these symptoms 

immediately.

One method that is usually used is to 
create a conversation21 around mental 
health that normalises the subject - 
Making it not just an educational 
campaign, but a positive behaviour 
inducing one. 

At the organisational level, the National 
Managing Director for Well-Being in 
Deloitte US, Jen Fisher and Global Chief 
Marketing Officer, Diana O’Brien 
suggest that ‘Leaders in the 
organisation could talk about their 
own stories of dealing with poor 
mental health. They could also share 
stories of those who have been able 
to be successful at their 
career despite facing mental 
health issues’ 22.

At the individual level, employees could 
be taught to understand common 
warning signs of mental illness and how 
to try to cope with them - And how it’s 
okay to reach out for help if they’re not 
able to cope well. These include a 
combination of sleep and appetite 
changes, problems with concentration, 
feeling disconnected, unexplained 
feelings of sadness, etc. 

At the team level, employees should be 
encouraged to spot out the signs that 
someone might be going through 
mental health issues, and what to do in 
different situations such as a panic attack, 
for example. 
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Companies should also spread 
awareness of the inclusion of mental 
health care in insurance coverage - 
Something that the Mental Healthcare 
Act of 2017 requires all Indian insurers to 
provide for. Extending healthcare 
packages to include regular mental 
health checkups and easy access to 
mental health support and resources is 
another option for corporates to consider.  

In the Cigna 360 Well-being Survey (2019) 
which was conducted across several 
countries including India, 87% of workers 
were stressed, and 45% of them agreed 
that workplace wellness programs focus 
more on physical health than mental 
well-being23.

Therefore, when creating and 
implementing mental health policies, 
organisations also need to consider their 
accessibility, engagement levels, 
inculcation into daily routine and sense of 
safety created while using the service.

Organisations could also encourage 
employees to practise mindfulness 
through art interventions, dance 
workshops and other activities that have 
been proven to aid recovery from mental 
health issues as well as prevent them. 
Stigma could also be dealt with by 
building a technological solution for 
employees to use for availing mental 
health services that would not require 
‘breaking the news’ to someone that 
they’re having troubleor having a process 
in place that encourages anonymity.

Every company needs to examine their 
mental health policy and ensure that 
employees are getting the required 
support. For those companies that don’t 
have an in-house counselling team, tying 
up with an EAP provider is a good option. 
EAP’s promote privacy and confidentiality 
to protect employees and make it easier 
for them to reach out for help.
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We believe that happy and engaged 
employees result into a more productive 
workforce, which in turn, means a positive 
impact on attrition and the company 
bottom line. Sometimes, all it takes is a 
fresh perspective to think out of the box 
and build employee connect.

With no two company cultures being 
similar, our ‘people to customer first’ 
approach helps bring about a sense of 
pride, encourages recognition, 
strengthens diversity and makes life at 
work awesome!

Throw us a challenge or simply pose a 
question. From engagement and 
communication strategy to execution 
calendars and turnkey implementation, 
we have a box full of options that are sure 
to brighten your day

Talent Consulting

Employer Branding

Happyness Quotient

Technology & Content

Workshops & Interventions

Communications & Design

Corporate Social Responsibility

Public Relations

Office Quirkies
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Never Grow Up ® is new-age Work Culture Consultancy, that partners with Human 
Resources and Business Leaders to create an admirable culture and happy workplace. 
With a firm belief in crafting customized Employee Engagement activities along with 
designing the appropriate Employer Branding, our services also include Customized 
Training Interventions, Internal Communications, CSR Strategy & Digital Content to 
Office Design.

From Engagement Strategy to Execution Calendars and Implementation Support, we 
have a box full of options that are sure to brighten your day. We firmly believe that by 
taking action and making ‘employee happiness’ a priority at the workplace, 
organizations can excel in areas where challenges and problems have been the norm.

Discover more about Never Grow Up: WWW.WILLNEVERGROWUP.COM

Follow Never Grow Up on LinkedIn: 
https://www.linkedin.com/company/never-grow-up/
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