
IN today’s rap idly evolving work place, lead ers are increas ingly expec ted to be attuned not
only to the pro ductiv ity of their team but also to their well being. As men tal health becomes
a cent ral focus in organ iz a tional cul ture, dis tin guish ing between per form ance issues
rooted in work-related chal lenges and those stem ming from men tal health con cerns is
crit ical. There are employ ees who take advant age of the ambi gu ity by passing o� incom -
pet ence for men tal health con cerns. Lead ers need to be equipped with the abil ity to identify
when someone is strug gling due to per sonal chal lenges, or when there may be a lack of
know ledge, skills gap, or beha vi oral prob lem.
One way man agers can handle this del ic ate task is by look ing for pat terns, not isol ated
incid ents. A single missed dead line or reduced out put may res ult from vari ous factors like a
heavy work load or per sonal con �ict. However, if such beha vior becomes con sist ent and
devi ates from an employee’s usual per form ance, it war rants fur ther invest ig a tion. Signs of
con cern include increased absent ee ism, social with drawal, a drop in enthu si asm, or di�  -
culty focus ing. While per form ance issues may show sim ilar pat terns, they usu ally stem
from job-spe ci�c tasks or skills.
All employ ees exper i ence stress at some point, but how they handle that stress can provide
clues about the root cause. When facing excess ive work-related stress, most employ ees
can artic u late the spe ci�c chal lenges they are facing, such as dead lines or work load. Men -
tal health con cerns, on the other hand, may mani fest as dis pro por tion ate stress responses
to even routine tasks. An employee who sud denly feels over whelmed by day-to-day
respons ib il it ies or shows vis ible signs of anxi ety when pre vi ously they were con �d ent
might be exper i en cing more than just work stress. People man agers can help by reg u larly
check ing in with employ ees about their work load, encour aging open com mu nic a tion, and
cre at ing an envir on ment where stress man age ment is part of the con ver sa tion.
You also need to con sider per sonal and beha vi oral changes. Beha vi oral changes can
provide insight into whether an employee is facing men tal health chal lenges. If someone
who was once social and engaged sud denly becomes with drawn, isol ated, or uncom mu nic -
at ive, it could be a red �ag. Men tal health con cerns often mani fest in changes to beha vior
and demeanor. On the other hand, per form ance issues tend to be more task-spe ci�c and
less about over all mood or atti tude. For instance, an employee might still engage socially
but struggle with execut ing spe ci�c job respons ib il it ies. In such cases, the issue may be
skill gaps, lack of train ing, or other work place factors.
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One of the most e�ect ive ways to di� er en ti ate between men tal health con cerns and per -
form ance issues is by fos ter ing an envir on ment where employ ees feel safe to share their
struggles. If a leader notices a change in an employee’s per form ance or beha vior, it is cru -
cial to have a private, com pas sion ate con ver sa tion. The aim of this dis cus sion is not to dia -
gnose men tal health con di tions but to cre ate a space where the employee can share if they
are facing per sonal chal lenges. Open-ended ques tions such as “I have noticed a change in
your per form ance lately, is there any thing going on that I can sup port you with?” help
draw out team mem ber’s feel ings and help you identify their issues. Some times, the team
mem bers will be upfront about their men tal health struggles, and other times they may
simply need feed back, clar ity, or train ing on per form ance-related mat ters. But you would
not know if you do not ask.
If you sus pect that an employee’s per form ance is being a�ected by men tal health con -
cerns, it is import ant to involve Human Resources or a pro fes sional resource. HR can guide
man agers in adher ing to com pany policies and ensure that the employee receives appro -
pri ate sup port. This could involve o�er ing the employee access to men tal health ser vices,
adjust ing work expect a tions tem por ar ily, or ensur ing they have time to address their men -
tal health needs. Men tal health con cerns are often sens it ive, so it is crit ical that con �d en ti -
al ity and care are observed when approach ing HR for assist ance.
It is import ant to note that men tal health con cerns and per form ance issues are not always
sep ar ate. Men tal health chal lenges can dir ectly a�ect an employee’s abil ity to per form
their job e�ect ively. Anxi ety, depres sion, or other men tal health con di tions may hinder an
employee’s focus, motiv a tion, or decision-mak ing skills. As such, people man agers need
to address both the per form ance issue and the under ly ing cause sim ul tan eously. For
example, if an employee’s anxi ety is caus ing them to miss dead lines, a solu tion might
involve both time man age ment sup port and provid ing access to men tal health resources.
An e�ect ive people man ager needs to bal ance pro ductiv ity with empathy. Di� er en ti at ing
between per form ance issues and men tal health con cerns is a del ic ate pro cess that requires
keen obser va tion, open com mu nic a tion, and an under stand ing of human beha vior. By fos -
ter ing an envir on ment of sup port, lead ers can ensure their teams remain both men tally
healthy and high-per form ing. In doing so, they build not only a more com pas sion ate
work place but a more resi li ent one.
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