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In the relentless and highly competitive corporate culture
of Singapore, those with mental health conditions often
feel the need to keep their struggles a secret.

g overlooked or dismissed due o others’
that equate mental struggles with weakness or
inadequacy often compel emplayees o try and keep up a
brave front while at work. But the lack of support can lead
w further burnour, decreased job satisfaction and poor

Fears of be

perlormance.
A 2023 study by Dul

STAYING
SAN

NUS Medical School and the

£ 516 billion a year

i Institute of Mental Health suggested that people with anxiety
and depression here could be costing Singapore nearly

or about 29 per cent of the nation’s gross
¢ domestic product - in terms of absenteeism, reduced

£ productivity and use of healthcare resources.

Tackling stigma and discrimination can encourage open

conwersations, provide much-needed support for employees,
and cultivate a more resilient worklorce.

The Straits Times looks at what can be done o build a more

—
-

L

i inclusive workplace for those with mental health issues.

Al WORK

How three
bosses set
the tone at
work by
embracing
vulnerability

Joyce Teo
Senior Health Correspondent

Leaders are accustomed to having
power at their fingertips, but they
often struggle with the paradox of
embracing both authority and vul-
nesabilit

Yet, reconciling these opposing
forces can help Inspie trust and
ction and ereate
fe environment in the

Here are three leaders who have
gone through tough times and
show that itis more than okay to be
vulneable.

HSIEH FU HUA: HE WENT IN
SEARCH OF MEANING AFTER
TOUGH CHILDHOOD, JOB LOSS

When Mr Hsich Fu Hua became
chairman of UOBin 2013, he had to
fill in an application form, which
included a question on whether he
had sought help at a mental health
institurion.

He replied “yes”

“The company secrerary came
into my office (afte

h the form).

“IF 1, having done what 1 have
done in my career, can't even stand
up 10 say something openly and
it

onestly, can you expect others to
do the same?”

“The finance industry veteran, 75,
who has his own charity, Binjai
Tree, has co-founded others such
as the Caregivers Alliance. He
serves on the boards of several
non-profit and business organisa-
tions, including NUS and sovereign
wealth fund GIC

He started his career in mer-
chant banking and capilal markets
n 1974 when he joined Morgan
nfell Asia Holdings upon grad-
uation, d the organisa-
tian by 1985,

He subsequently served as group
managing dircctor of BNP Prime
Peregrine Group Hong Kong, was
chief executive of the Singapore
hange, president of Temasek,
chairman of Tiger Airways, ch
UOH and chairman of Asia
Capital Reinsurance Group.

But in 1993, Mr Hsich found him-
self out of work after a public fal-
lout over management cantrol
with his employer that led i him
resigning from Morgan Grenfell
Asia Holdings, together with four
other directors.

mercial Affairs Depart-
ment was breathing down his neck
because various allegations had
been made against him, he said,

Still, he could not give in to de-
spair,

“Ididn't get inta things like"Was |
depressed at that time?... | was
burdened. | was not sure if 1 was
depressed, because you have to
carry on day by day, especially asa
leader.” said Mr Hsieh.

Someone suggested that he take
long walks, and he did. “You realise
how refreshed you are, and (y
feel) much less burdened,” he said.

In 1993, he co-founded boutique
corporate finance firm Prime-
Partners.

To cope with the stress of eve-
rything that was happening, he
went in search of meaning and
spirituality, and found meditation

in Myanmar in 1994, He has been
practising it ever since,

He was not always so open to
talking about mental health.

In 2011, he co-founded Caregivers
Alliance, which provides training
and support for caregivers of peo-
ple with mental illness, and was
challenged by his son togo for psy-
chatherapy himself to see what it
was like.

It led to about 40 sessions of psy-
chotherapy at the Institute of Men-
tal Health,

This made him willing to talk
about mental health and how he
deals with his own challenges, if
oy to help othors see that it b
part of " ometh-
I that oné can learn to ruanage

NOT GIVING IN TO DESPAIR

| was not sure if | was
depressed, because you
have to carry on day by
day, especially as a leader.
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MR HSIEH FU HUA

Mr Hsieh Fu Kua, a finance industry
veteran, says mental health issuos
should be something people can talk
about, and he is attuned to how statf
are daiing. 5T PKOTO: NG SOR LUAN

or, if needed, seek help for.

Mental health issues should be
something that people can talk
about, Mr Hsieh said. Mental and
physical health are closely linked,
and mental health is not a binary
condition but rather a constantly
fuctuating aspect of overall well-
bekng. or what he terms an evoly-
ing state of mind,

“It's like saying youve never
been sick. How can it be possible?
Everyone has been sick ar ome
time. Then the question is, how
sick? Is it chronic?... Are you able
to work or not?" he said.

e all weak at different
times in different ways, and there-
fore, how do you eare for yourself
-.ulha[yml ;qu\auuauygct intwa

deeper funk?

‘Mr Hsich, W!\nglru. upinamod-
est three-room  Singapore im-
provement Trust flat, had a diffi-
cult childhood marked by his
mother's suicide atiempt.

“School was really, for me, the
high point, because going home

Attitudes have improved,
but fear of mental health
stigma at work still persists

Lee Li Ying
Correspondent

Sruck in a toxic relationship,
Amanda_ suffered a miscarriage
while still reeling from the loss of
someane dearto her during the Co-
vid19 pandemi
The 30-year-old, wh
to give her real name, was diag-
nosed with post-traumatic stress
disorder after suffering blow after
Blow to her personal life in 2022,
She was plagued by frequent, in-
tense flashbacks and panic attacks.
Unable to function, Amanda was
forced to take a siv-month break
from wark in the finance sector.
But upon her return, her super-
yisorchastsed her for ot g -

s

“She teld e 1 she had e
through her own mental health
struggles before, and she didnc
need professional help. The insin-
uation was that 1 was weak for
needing help and being away for so
long.” said Amanda.

Dismayed, she submitted feed-
back to the human resources (HR)

epartment on what her supervi-
sor had said.

Although she had opted not to

was not the high point...and then,
of course, playing with your neigh-
s oald
ow did | go through that
(chlahood) and thune ot soct
bad for it? Not too bad, because
you actually have to put the ghost
ehind you as you journey on in

ife”

He recalls confiding in an older
cousin. Although his cousin_ of-
fered no solutions, the act of un-
bundenlng Timself helped  him

¥ ‘he idea of counselling is
partly unburdening, and nat any-
body giving you an answes. It to
e able to talk it out”
s boss, he says he s atuned to
how his staff are doing.
“Genenally, Fll ask peaple: *How
are you skeeping? How are y
resting
T sormetim
How do you give them the
kind of beflef to carry on. both ac
wark andat home?” said Mr Hsieh.
“You can actually be supportive
of them, And if the boss is suppor-
tive, everybody ele will fallin line.
Generally speaking, the tone is set

from the top.”

lodge an official complaint it N
fiear of Tulfling more Feathers,
damage had already heen i

“Previously, she would be very
active about my drw\upm('ﬂt bt
after_the fncident, my ma
didn'thelp me the way she asedtor
said Amar\da

While overt discrimination, such
mg or not hiring purely be-
se pEaple have 3 mental elth
condition, h e less com-
mon over the years, experiences
like Amandas still remain, noted
mental health patients and advo-
cates.

EVOLVING ATTITUDES

The Covid19 pandemic has cast a
spodight on mental well-being in
the workplace and the need for
more support for workers.

In Singapore, nm Government
nmie .mployers ) term-n(ed
ious Inluallves 1o fai
ness of mental health in the wnrk

lace.

For example, the M
(MOM),
Trades Union Congress and Sinj
pore National Employers Federa-

(SNEF) launched the Trij

ell-being at Workplaces in 2023,
providing practical guidance for

employers.

National well-being campaigns,
mental health toolkits, and grants
1o support workplace. well-being
were also tolled out.

Singapore Human Resources In-

JAMES CHIANG: START-UP HE
CO-FOUNDED FAILED AND LEFT
HIM WITH $273 IN THE BANK

At 34, Mr James Chiang started a
company with a partner, spent four
years building it and then had to
leave the business because it was
not making money.

“I had to sort of restart niy corpo-
rave career (at the age of 38)" said
Mr Chiang, who is now 49 and the
vice-president and general manag-
er for Asia at global diabetes care
firm Embecta.

“It’s a very painful experience to
want to give up someching that you
started and put all your heart and
soulinto, but it didn't work out, Af-
ter that, you... (have o} elimb your

way back up to just even the nor-
mal level of comfort”

At the time, his two children,
who are now 2 and K, were very
young.

“I remenmber there was one time |
terally had $273 left in my bank.
Yowve falled in something you
tried t0.do so that's when you start
to have a lot of self-doubr”

He added: “You do get stuck in
he rumination... and then you re-
alise that it’s going  be a long,
hard road ahead to recovery and it
can wark only if you start putting

nistry of

stitute (SHRI) president DN, Pra-
sad said the institute has seen com-
panies offering more wellness pro-
grammes and emplayee assistance
services,

These have all made the work-
place more friendly for these with
rcnial heakh condi
1o the Fair Employ-
st J) Report 2023 by
MOM, the proportion of job seek-
ers who faced  discrimination
inked to mental health during
their job search decreased from 3
per cent in 2022 10 2.9 per cent in
2023,

Discriminatory behaviour in-
eluded Instances where applicants
were asked about their mental
Health history even though it o

On one occasion, a superior re-
marked that she found it hard to
believe an emplayee had mental
health Issues, as the person ap-
peared to be logical.

“It shows me how much she
doesn't knaw about mental health,
s there are many people with
mental health condiions (who)
can be very high funetioning,” said

nmngwhcz boss” biases, Rachel
fsumwilingtodisclasethatshevwas
agnosed with psychosis in 2015
even when she struggles af worl
days. She fears she will

face obstacles in'he

o el MaRt bolitars compa-
ny Intellect, pointed out that stig-

irrelevan
rématks maade about thelr mrnta
health issues during interviews.

Cases of workplace discrimina-
tion related to mental health de-
clined from 4.7 per cent in 2022 w0
L6 per cent in 2023, Instances of
unfair treatment were found in ar-
eas like salary, workioad distribu-
tion and bonuses.

Ms Porsche Poh, executive diree-
torof mentalBesith churiy Ser
Ribb that, before the pan-

n at work.
That figure has dropped to three
in 10 toda;
Inthe past, same employers were
uncomfortable with hiring individ-
uals with mental health conditions

because they were unsure what to
doifan emplayee had a breakdown
at work or threaened seli-harm,
said Ms Poh.

“But because of increased aware-
ness, more employers are now
open to the idea of hiring, promot-
ing and ng employees with
mental hnkh issues. They just
need more guidance on how to
Bandie such fenues ac work>

THE LINGERING STIGMA

While the progress so far has been
encouraging, stigma against those
with mental health conditions re-
mains an issue.

Rachel (not her real name), a 32-
year-old civil servant, recalled in-
Stances where her bo the HR
department had made inaccurate
o judgmental remarks about those
with mental health struggles.

one foot in front of the other and
... climbing out of this hole”
‘He did not knaw it then, but the
pivotal career setback provided a
crucible moment that helped him
understand himself on a deeper
level. It taught him resilience and
empathy, and made him more mo-
Iivutc\:l o succeed in what he does.
it helped me to see that some-
times, people do go through very.
veryt tough time:
hat got him through were
mmmmn and a regular exercise
routine of cycling, tennis or goiny
to thé gym, He geined valuable -
sights, toa, from r Mlp baoks
such as The
He also picked up luurmumg a
few years ago.and finds it helpful in
organising s [?mwglus and reliey-
ing stres; sssful times. “The
pawrdnum |udg; me;” he said.
Fortunately, it did not take Mr
Chiang long ta land a new job as
the business director for South-
east Asia at US medical technalogy
firm Becton, Dickinson and Co
(BD), where he wasted no time in
working his way up. Embecta was
spun off from BD in 2022, putting
staff through various changes.

ma feeds into di
“In a scenaria of a promotion,
stigma would be having the as-
sumption that an employees con-
dition will affect their perfor-
mance. Diserimination would be to
actively overlook ar deny a promo-
tion purely based an the assump-
tions aboit their capabilities, rath-
er than their actual performance.”
he explained
It Is important to nip stigma in
he bud.

SHRIS Mr Prasad said: “Blases
tend ta stem from lack of aware-
ness and education, rather than
malice. The key to reducing it lies
in fostering a culture where pe
mance s ssbssed cbjecivly and
d based on indi-
VAl eed, nor .:ssnmmmus

IMPACT OF NEW LANDMARK LAW

In fanuary. Singapore passed the
landmark Workplace Fairness Bill
It prahibits companies fram mak-
ing enployment decisions — such
as in hiring, firing and appraisals -
based on five groups of character-
istics, including age and sex.
Those diagnosed with mental
health conditions are also among
peoplewhawillbe protected when
the new law takes effect ina year or

two,

While the new legislation ains to
foster groater inclusivity and fairer
treatment, its implementation pos-
s challenges.

Companies and lawyers have
‘poined out the need for practical
clarity on isstes like dif
genuine  performance

concerns

Mr James Chiang. vice-president and
general manager for Asia at Embecta,
says having a positive feedback
culture |5 key to resolving  let of
conflicts, 5T PHOTO: JASON GUAH

about their stressors. “I asked what

Lcan do 1o help them, but 1 think,

most effectiv

thing is just ta talk to them, and be
alistening ear,”

Realising that pwpse issues are

the most commo lem o

teamwark in the wnrkp\a(e. Mr i

Chiang said having a positive fecd
‘hack culture is key to resolving a ot
of conflicts,

“Alot of employees bottle up a los
of their stress untl it improves o
explodes. and then...
leave a company of they feel really
bad from a mental health sart o

wthis way, or maybe | prefer t0 d
my work that way and to give me
some space, some time?

T'hfs? are wnnrclc‘d Iuhuildln

It was period, and
several senior leaders in his team
up the courage to tell him

ah . At the
end nl'(lln day, it bmh dn:wn to the
cop

they either :

MORE GUIDANCE NEEDED

Because of increased awareness, mo

¢ employers are now open to the

idea of hiring, promating and retaining employees with mental health
issues. They just need more guidance on how to handle such issues at

work.

b2

MS PORSCHE POH, executive director of mental haalth charity Silver Rinban,

WALKING THE TALK

Some companies have all these policies, and they put their values up
o the wall. But its not refleeted on the ground. We don't want that.
We want to acrually know our people, and we do that by having

comersations,

p 4

MS DEBBIE NG, Singapore Pools’ senior director of people and culture.

e mental
health

reasonable accommaodations for
those with mental health condi-
tions,
Ms Stefanie Yuen-Thio, joint ma-
naging partner at TSMP Law Cor-
‘poration, said mental health is the
most challenging of all the protect-
edgharacuristics
“Clearly scrimination
en ot hoe somegns who isblinde
e a pila, but o do vou
c OF & Foenat Kokl cte
1 which 15 unseen?” she add.

an.

“itis even harder for an employer
to make an assessment as to
whether the performance of a
employee would be significantly

mits to having depression, whichis
yehiatric help, A
week [ater, he is dismissed.
Ms Jenny Tsin, co-head of em-
ment practice at WongPart-
nership, um;masmu mn m-mor
dence ng 3
dlscrimination_elalm. e
performance appraisals measuring
if a person has met job expecta-
tions.
She added: “Evidence that the
employer was aware of
nosis before the de
with conversations o7 docus
he discriminatory conv
duct, is critical”

a
£

n, along

TRUST AND OPEN
COMMUNICATION

Mr Prasad said that while the legis-
lation will encourage individuals to
speak up, real progress requires 4
warkplace culture built on open-
ness and accountability rather
Ihgll fear,

and Hcallh Euunﬁ\ gavu an illus-
tration of wi be consi-
dered dli:‘nmlnarlon

In this scenario, a new hire’s col-

BENJAMIN BOH: THERAPY
HELPED HIM COPE WITH LIFE'S
HANGES, BE A BETTER LEADER

: Mr Benjamin Boh, 42, recalls being

chelmed with sadness and
when e farewell to
is wife and his daughter, who was
len a few months old, a an air-
port in Jap, \
He had ai hi job i Singapore
o join McDonald's Japan as a con-
ultant to be with his wife, who had
moved there to work asa recruiter.
Now, she and their baby were r
turning to Singapore, where the
amily could get help with child-
cre

el

1 was going through a tough
time there, away from home... felt
bi

f secing a therapist to better un-
lerstand. himself. It was difficult
because he had been a commando
in national service and was the sort
erson who was always ¢
jent. about handling challenges.
ut therapy helped him see the
need to acknowledge his entotions

el

gapore. a role that took the in-

is, workplaces need
to exemplify objectivity and em-
pat

Inteflect’s Mr Chew said evalua-
tion systems should be designed to

irovert from managing one em-
ployee in Japan to managing nearly
10,000 people here.

Then came the Covid-19 pa
demic, and the inevitable chaos ev-
ery time an outler worker caught
the virus and the store had to be
closed temporarily.

When Singapore closed its bor-
ders because of the pandemic, half
of McDonald’s Singapore’s Malay-
sian workforce stayed. The man-
agement housed them for two
vears here, during which their
hopes of seeing their families

STAYING POSITIVE

A bad day doesn't mean
that every day is going to
be

b

MR BENJAMIN BOH

consider individual needs while
maintaining clear and equitable
standards across peers
For_employees with disclosed
mental health conditions,  the
adapted evaluation criteria should
account for individual ~circum-
stances, with clear documentation

We want to actually know our peo-
ple, and we do that by having con-
versations,” said Ms Ng

She highlighted an example of
how the company had supparted 3
néw hire anxiety issues. A
Ly et b ob oope wastagive
presentations,

perfor-
mance expectations,

“When having a conversation
with underperforming employees,
managers should focus on beha-
viours rather than traits. Use spe-
e euamples ofecent pses

nvey facts, Instead of judgment;
Sald Mr Che,

For example, saying “there h.
been thice risscd deadings his
month™ sounds less jarring than
Syou bave been sioppy laely, he

% Prasad sk suggested that
discussions  on performance
should explore adjustments that
may help staff succeed.

“Ifa situation demands it also of-
fer other avenues - sabbatical, o
short break, reduced time, 4 n
scoped role - to help support thelr
ey e said.

ommodations could in-
cluue flexible hours that enable
people (0 attend thetapy sessions.

part,
«of hand-holding because wy
actually wark an a seript with him
for a presentation... But now, he's
been with us for more than two
years and presents (o senior man-
agement,” Ms Ng said.

At OCBC Bank, its MyWellness
Champions _ Programme  was
Taunched in 2024, enlisting staff
volunteers to promate welk-being
and connect colleagues with men-
tal health resources.

Mr Edwin Lee, managing direc-
tor of risk strategy for group risk at
the bank, is among those who are
keen to volunteer,

He wants to pay it forward, hav-
ing benefited from the “substantial
leeway” his boss afforded him
when he was diagnosed with clin-

lent in Singapore.
He developed the condition e
lowing, the onset of an au
that

or quiet hetter

Mr Jerry Seah, senior director of
the Centre for Warkplace Develop-
‘ment at SNEE, said that the feder-
ation has been working with tri-
partite partners to develop further
guidance. like guidelines that offer
practical recommendations.

It also organises mental health
workshops and talks for smaller
businesses with limited resources.

BEYOND POLICIES ON PAPER

I.uu.u:} operator Singapore Poals
started prioritising mental health
by rolling out an employee assis-
tance programme ta support the
mental health of its 1,000 em-
ployees in September 2022,

any's senior direc-
tor of people and culture Debbic
Ng belicves that the best mental
wellness resource in the workplace
is an understanding and suppor-
tive boss.

“Same companics have all these
policies, and they put their vahues
upon the wall. Butit’s not reflected
on the ground, We don't want that.

across the Causeway were con-
stantly dashed as the virus
evalved.

“There were a lot of new things
happening at the same fime... [
thought | was supposed to have it
all together and know all the an-
swers, but | didn't”

Mr Boh was promoted to general
manager in 2021, and took over as
mansgig_ dhector In fanary

2022,

His own mental health journey
helped him to be a better hoss. He
also found it helpful to talk about
the challenges at work with his
peers under WorkWell Leaders, a
callective of chief executives and
leaders focused on championing
employee mental health and well-
being,

Mr Bioh said he likes feeling like
he is part of the solution, as he
wants to help others, but is now
comfortable with not being in-
volved in every step.

There is an open culture at
McDonalds Singapore that en-
courages feedback, and an
Choose Happy” mental wellness
programme that allows staff to tell
their managers they are not feeling
happy at work, without repercus-
SIOnS.

hth

pacity to cope in a Fast-paced job.

Mr Lee became less productive
and slower in identifying risk
Svente s Ley part P robe

P\ﬂarwmalmng his condition to

rLee wasallowed o
off without a medical
cerificats f he fell that he could
not cope that day. His workload
was alko adjusted, it bis team-
mates filling in for

On top of that, his boss did riot
penalise him during his perfor-
mance appraisal.

“If Iwere in the office and an an-
xicty attack hit me, my
me I'm free to run into his office
and hide” said Mr Lee.

With the support from his boss,
Mr Lee recovered and returned to
full productivity after 18 months,

“He took that leap of faith in me
and had my back. This showed me
that these are our company’s value
systems and how we invest in our
SHaITS well-being: he said.

liyinglee@sph.comsg

SEE SINGAPORE + A16

Hr Benjamin
Boh, managing
director of
McDonald's
Singapore, says
his awn mental
health jeurney
helped him to be
abetter bass,
Thare is an open
culture at
McDonald's
Singapore that

managers they
are nat feeling
happy at work,
without

hapey. PHOTO:
COURTESY OF
BENJAMIN BOH

ness, asking staff if they are coping
well, and if they are not, what we
can do to help” said Mr Boh,

“Peaple must feel that they can
choose to be happy. If they needto
do something about that, they can
talk to their boss about it, Whether
they get what they want or not is
another thing, because you can't
always get everything you ask for”

“The fear of being sidelined stops

mployecs from giving feedback or
Speaking out about their unhappl-
ness, but having an open culture
makes it easier to do so, for the
benefit of all, he said.

He used to take very hard every
mistake that hie made. These days,
hetriestota sitive spirit.

“Can I at least learn something
from 17 Can 1 do it Delter next

me? Not every loss is a loss, and
pplies to personal life as well
Raising children, there are good
days, bad days. Ina marviage, there
are good days, bad days,” said Mr
Boh, whose daughter is now seven.
Healsahas ason and is expectinga
third child with his wife in 2025.

“A bad day doesn't mean that ev-
ery dayis going to be bad, But mare

rtantly, what de you want to
learn and take (away) from this?"

ying|

Source: The Business Times © SPH Media Limited. Permission required for reproduction.



