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Want to know more?

It affects the way you think, feel and behave and can make 
day to day activities, such as arriving at work on time, difficult 
to manage. Sometimes described as invisible or hidden, 
depression is particularly challenging in that a person can 
appear to be normal ‘on the outside’ whilst being very 
distressed ‘on the inside’. The fact that it is generally less 
understood than physical illnesses such as the flu, or injuries 
such as a broken leg can make it problematic in the workplace 
as it increases the likelihood of a person’s depression going 
unnoticed or being misunderstood. Depression is just as serious 
- and some would argue more difficult to bear - than many 
physical conditions. Suicidal thoughts are not uncommon and 
in a small number of cases depression leads to suicidal acts.

Most people with depression recover, often with the 
assistance of talking therapies or medication, though the 
time it takes can vary from a few months to a few years. Some 
experience periodic bouts of depression during their lifetime. 

Finding a way to live with depression whilst holding down 
a job naturally raises many questions and concerns. Recent 
awareness campaigns and the honesty with which well known 
figures - such as celebrities Stephen Fry and Ruby Wax, sports 
personalities like cricketer Freddie Flintoff and businessmen 
like Lloyds CEO AntonioHorta-Osario - have spoken about 
their own battles with depression have helped to educate 
others about mental health and reduce stigma but there is still 
work to be done.

Managers and employers have the opportunity to make a 
real difference to an individual’s recovery through the support 
they offer, and this in turn can help them to retain valued, 
experienced staff members. This helpsheet will look at some 
of the concerns you might have if you are working whilst 
depressed and offer a range of advice. If there is anything else 
you would like to discuss further you can contact one of our 
Adviceline advisors.

It is estimated that one in five people will become depressed during their 
lifetime. While depression is experienced in unique and individual ways it is 
essentially a mood disorder that causes persistent feelings of sadness, loss of 
interest or hopelessness.
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What is depression?
When we are feeling down we of ten say that we feel 
depressed but usually these feelings pass in due course. If 
these feelings do not go away after a few weeks and begin 
to interfere with your quality of life, or they keep recurring, it 
could be a sign of what is medically termed as depression.

It can take time to realise that what you are going through is 
depression because many put their experience down to low 
confidence, being overly sensitive, lazy or some other personal 
criticism. If you are unsure read the symptoms below to see 
how many apply to you.

The symptoms of depression will vary from person to person 
but they may include:

Feelings – low in spirits, tearfulness, easily irritated, numbness, 
unable to feel pleasure in the things that you would normally 
enjoy, loss of interest in sex, feeling isolated, helpless and a 
sense of unreality.

Behaviour – avoidance of activities that you usually enjoy, 
avoiding social contact, self-harming.

Thinking – persistent negative thoughts, self-blame, lack of 
self-confidence, the future seems bleak, can’t see the point in 
things, guilt, difficulty concentrating or making decisions, poor 
memory, suicidal thoughts.

Physical – disturbed sleep, changes in appetite, aches 
and pains but no obvious cause, tired and lethargic, slow 
movements, sleeping more, greater reliance on tobacco, 
alcohol or other drugs.

It is very common for people suffering from depression to 
have anxiety as well. This tends to increase repetitive thoughts 
and interfere with concentration, relaxation and sleep.

There are also more specific types of depression such as 
Seasonal Affective Disorder, which is triggered by the shorter 
days; Postnatal Depression, which sometimes occurs after 
the birth of a child; and Bi-polar disorder (manic depression) 
which involves major mood swings.

Causes of Depression
Sometimes there is a clear reason for depression, other times 
it may be due to a combination of factors or occasionally it 
may appear for no obvious reason. Significant life events 
such as losing a job, a divorce or a traumatic event can trigger 
depression. Loss is often involved – the death of a loved one 
or the loss of something such as status, a home or children 
leaving. It can be connected with childhood experiences 
such as abuse, neglect or not being helped to learn good 
coping skills. Our physical wellbeing is strongly connected 
with our emotional wellbeing and depression may be part of 
the psychological impact of having poor physical health, or 
injuries. Indeed, a recent study of 607 footballers found that 
38% of them reported having some problems with mental 
health and depression at some stage, particularly those who 
had suffered injuries. Changes concerning hormones, blood 
sugar and lack of sleep can also lead to difficult feelings.

Your working environment can also be a contributing factor. 
Ongoing high levels of stress, workplace bullying and 
consistently high work demands can be detrimental to our 
emotional wellbeing.

Working whilst Depressed
Evidence shows that employment can be enormously benef 
icial to the health and wellbeing of people with depression. 
As well as providing a salary work of fers structure, focus and 
social interactions that can support selffulfilment and a sense 
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of achievement. Whether to work, or how much to work, 
during your depression will depend on your symptoms and 
the key is to find a balance that is manageable for you.

Do I tell my employer?

This is of ten cited as one of the most difficult decisions for 
employees with depression. Disclosing that you have a mental 
health issue can invoke feelings of shame – the stigma that 
has surrounded depression for so many years may still be felt 
- and admitting that you are struggling to cope may raise fears 
about how it will affect your career and reputation.

Worries may include your unsympathetic manager or you 
may be ensconced in work culture that prizes hard work and 
achievement at any cost. The depression itself is likely to 
amplify feelings of self-blame and criticism for being weak or 
unfocussed. It is important to remind yourself that self criticism 
is part of the illness. Depression is a clinically recognised 
condition and deserves to be taken seriously.

Whether to tell your employer is a personal decision and it is 
worth weighing up whether it might help or hinder you. If your 
attendance or performance are affected it can help to discuss 
it with your employer. A manager can not support anemployee 
or make reasonable adjustments unless they know something 
is wrong. Some people fall into the trap of lying about sick 
days – blaming migraines or other minor illnesses rather 
than admitting the truth. It is best to avoid this as it can cause 
problems later on as your absence adds up and your employer 
takes an active interest. Speaking out takes away the need to 
keep up a pretence.

Thanks to the Equality Act it is against the law to discriminate 
because of certain characteristics such as gender, race or 
disability. Although depression is not often thought of as a 
disability it may be considered as one if it has a serious impact 
on your day-to-day life over a period of time. This means 
that your employer has to make reasonable adjustments to 
work practices and can not treat you badly because of your 
depression.

Many sufferers describe a feeling of relief once they have 
disclosed their depression; putting on a ‘game-face’ at work 
requires a lot of energy and is draining. You can then discuss 

how to manage it head on. Just the very act of talking can be 
cathartic and lessen the feelings of alienation and isolation. 
Decide how much you are comfortable disclosing to your 
manager, and be clear about who you might want to know and 
who you don’t want to know. It isn’t necessary to describe what 
you are going through in detail.

Managing workload

There are numerous ways that you might be able to adjust the 
way that you work, some of which you can negotiate with your 
manager and some you might be able to implement on your 
own.

◗	 Alter your hours e.g. if it is difficult to get going in the 
morning switch to a later start and a later finish.

◗	 Temporarily switch to lighter duties that require less 
concentration or are less pressured.

◗	 Spend more time working from home.

◗	 Reduce your hours.

◗	 Take frequent breaks; a short walk, or tea break can 
break up the day. Research indicates that taking breaks 
can decrease stress hormone levels, increase feel-good 
hormones and strengthen the neural connections that aid 
memory and executive functions. In short, they improve 
productivity.

◗	 Work somewhere quiet, perhaps an office where you can 
close the door.

◗	 Break big tasks into smaller chunks to make them more 
manageable.

◗	 DePaulo, author of Understanding Depression, advises 
leaning into the wind. This means doing as much as we can 
whilst we are feeling stronger so that we can relax more 
when we have our lowest times.

◗	 Use your ‘out of office’ message to minimise interruptions.

◗	 Breathe. If things feel overwhelming stop and take 3 deep 
slow breaths.
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◗	 If there is someone at work that you trust you can let them 

know when you are feeling fragile, stressed or irritated. This 
can ease the sense of isolation and give you some support.

◗	 Sometimes taking time off work may be in the best interest 
of your recovery. If you feel unable to continue make an 
appointment to discuss it with your GP.

Additional ways to help
◗	 Spend at least 20 minutes outside every day, preferably in 

the morning as this increases melatonin production which 
can help to regulate sleep. The sun is an important source 
of vitamin D, a lack of which is thought to be a contributing 
factor to low moods.

◗	 Eat a balanced, nutritious diet. Avoid too much alcohol 
or reliance on other drugs as this can compound the 
depression.

◗	 Many studies have demonstrated links between exercise 
and lower rates of depression. It gives back control of the 
body and this can lead to feeling more in control in other 
areas. Additionally, it releases endorphins, the hormone 
associated with positive moods. Any kind of exercise is fine 
as long as you enjoy it.

◗	 Don’t isolate. There is a tendency when depressed to 
withdraw from others, including our loved ones. While you 
may lack the energy or inclination to socialise or spend 
lengthy periods with others it is important to remain 
connected. Even having just one person that you can talk 
to will help. Choose people who are supportive and try to 
avoid those who may be critical.

◗	 Set goals. These do not need to be grand, but small steps 
to help you feel more empowered. Depending on how 
severe your depression is this might include ensuring that 
you have a healthy breakfast, going for a walk, meeting a 
friend or doing something that you feel passionate about. 
Each time you achieve a goal allow yourself to recognise 
what you have accomplished.

◗	 Consider talking therapies. FBT therapy and Psychotherapy 
can both of fer a supportive space to explore difficulties, 
gain understanding and insight into ourselves and help to 

bring about effective changes in wellbeing. In many ways 
the two approaches are similar, although therapy tends to 
be more short term and focused whereas psychotherapy 
addresses deeper issues and is usually longer term. 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy aims to reframe events in a 
more positive fashion and is usually short term. You may be 
able to access some of these services via Confidential Care 
or your GP.

◗	 Your GP is an important source of support and if you feel 
you may be depressed, especially if you are experiencing 
suicidal thoughts, you need to talk to them. Together with 
your GP you can discuss what treatments could be helpful.

Further help
Depression: The Way Out of Your Prison  
by Dorothy Rowe

Mind, the Mental Health Charity 
www.mind.org.uk

The Depression Alliance 
www.depressionalliance.org

The Samaritans – charity that provides confidential 
support for anyone who needs it, including those who feel 
suicidal Telephone: 116 123 www.samaritans.org

(This helpsheet is intended for informational purposes only and does not 
represent any form of clinical diagnosis. While every effort has been made to 
ensure that the content is accurate, relevant and current, CiC accepts no liability 
for any errors or omissions contained herein. The list of books is provided for 
interest only and CiC is not responsible for their availability, accuracy, or content.)
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