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AS A SO CI ETY, we wit nessed work ers grap ple with the strains of the coro n avirus disease
2019 (COVID -19) pan demic, ex pe ri enced the men tal stresses of so cial iso la tion, and
strug gled to achieve work-life bal ance while work ing re motely — all of which has taken an
enor mous toll on our “men tal health.” But do we know what this elu sive buzz word means?
Men tal health goes beyond the ab sence of men tal dis or ders such as de pres sion and anx i -
ety. Men tal health, ac cord ing to the World Health Or ga ni za tion (WHO), refers to an over all
state of well-be ing where an in di vid ual re al izes their abil i ties, can cope with the nor mal
stresses of life, and is able to work pro duc tively and con trib ute to their com mu nity. Any -
one could su� er from poor men tal health at some point in their lives. How ever, it isn’t
easy to iden tify those strug gling with men tal health is sues, as it is a “silent killer” ac cord -
ing to WHO Di rec tor-Gen eral Te dros Ad hanom Ghe breye sus. Re al is ti cally, it could take
years be fore people feel com fort able open ing up about their men tal health strug gles, and
by then, it could be too late.
Just be cause men tal health is sues are in vis i ble, does not mean they do not ex ist. Glob ally,
nearly 1 bil lion people have men tal health is sues and it’s re ported that people with se ri ous
men tal con di tions die two decades ear lier than those with out men tal ill ness. Ac cord ing to
the WHO Spe cial Ini tia tive for Men tal Health sur vey in early 2020, at least 3.6 Filipinos
su� er from one type of men tal, neu ro log i cal, or sub stance use disor der.
Yet, men tal health re mains a topic that is poorly un der stood. For many people, this is still
a hard topic to talk about. People from di� er ent de mo graph ics, eth nic i ties, and coun tries
have vary ing at ti tudes to wards men tal health. Poor men tal health tends to be taken as a
sign of weak ness; there fore, some people dis re gard men tal health is sues, whilst oth ers
deny their ex is tence al to gether. Due to the so cial stigma and costs that sur round the topic
of men tal dis or ders, most of the people that su� er from men tal health is sues do not re -
ceive treat ment. With out proper treat ment, people are forced to deal with these is sues
alone, lead ing them fur ther into a vi cious cy cle of stress and de spair. As co work ers, em -
ploy ers, and lead ers, it is im per a tive for us to ap pre ci ate and value people for who they are
and to be sen si tive to what they are go ing through daily. No one should strug gle with men -
tal health alone.
GAIN ING A FRESH PER SPEC TIVE
While the COVID-19 pan demic has fur ther ex ac er bated the global men tal health cri sis,
with close to onethird of Asia Pa ci�c’s re mote work ers ad mit ting that the pan demic has
in creased burnout at work, em ploy ers must rec og nize that men tal health is sues have al -
ways been preva lent at the work place. Cur rently, people are con stantly work ing at break -
neck speeds to meet ever-present dead lines, and some even take leave to do more work. To
make mat ters worse, there is a lack of trans parency with re gards to com mu ni cat ing these
is sues in the work place. For in stance, 63% of em ploy ees do not feel com fort able re veal ing
to their co work ers that they took time o� work be cause of men tal health is sues. As a re su…
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there is a lack of aware ness about the men tal health bat tle that work ers have been fac ing
for years.
There is no doubt that it is chal leng ing to con sis tently pro mote a healthy work ing en vi -
ron ment, es pe cially as we en ter the post-pan demic world and com pa nies are striv ing to
play catch-up due to the per cep tion of lost time ow ing to the pan demic. It seems al most
counter-in tu itive to sug gest tak ing a step back to gain a fresh per spec tive. Yet, that is ex -
actly what we need to do. By re�ecting on the most im por tant things 2020 has taught us,
we should re al ize that amidst the un cer tainty of this year, our co work ers have weath ered
the storm with us. They have been chal lenged, stretched, and tested like never be fore, and
have come out of the pan demic with a new found re silience and sto icism. With out their
col lec tive grit, busi nesses would not have sur vived the pan demic. Hence, the bot tom line is
that people should al ways come �rst. This men tal ity al lows us to safe guard the hap pi ness,
health, and men tal well-be ing of our em ploy ees, and gives us the abil ity to pave the way to
build a bet ter fu ture of work. It’s not only the right thing to do, but it’s the smart thing to
do. A


