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4 Business Disability Forum

Always talk to the 
person – find out 
what they have 
difficulties doing. 

Focus on removing  
barriers, not on a  
person's disability 
or condition. 

Do not make 
assumptions on 
what a person can 
or cannot do.  

Different people  
need different types 
of adjustments, even  
when they have  
similar conditions.  

Be flexible - focus 
on what needs to 
be achieved, not on  
how to achieve it.  

Implement adjustments 
as early as possible in  
the recruitment process.  

Regularly review 
adjustments  
in place. 

Ensure that colleagues 
who have adjustments 
in place have access 
to the same career 
opportunities. 

Making adjustments 
– top tips
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Introduction
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This guide aims to give a general introduction to 
how anxiety or depression might impact someone 
at work and provide good practice tips on how to 
support them. 

Diagnosis, treatment and cultural perceptions of anxiety and 
depression may vary between countries. Similarly, legal 
requirements will also differ: in some countries, anxiety and 
depression may not be legally recognised as a disability whereas 
in other countries, people with these conditions may be protected 
by local legislation. 

Ensuring that you support your candidates and employees with 
anxiety and depression will help you create a more diverse 
workforce. It is often the case that when a line manager is confident 
managing a person with a disability or long-term condition, they 
become more effective managers for all employees.

Language

Talking about anxiety and depression

Language can be important in creating an open and inclusive 
workplace for people experiencing anxiety or depression. 
Individuals may describe themselves as having mental health 
issues or feeling ‘very down’ or feeling extremely distressed.

It is recommended to use the language that the person with anxiety 
or depression uses to describe their own condition and avoid 
placing ‘labels’ on employees.
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Talking about disability 

In this guide, we use the term ‘disabilities’ as used by the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN 
CRPD) [1] ratified by over 175 countries. The UN CRPD Article 1 provides 
a definition for ‘persons with disabilities’: 

“Persons with disabilities include those who have  
long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory 
impairments which in interaction with various barriers 
may hinder their full and effective participation in  
society on an equal basis with others.”

Talking about adjustments

Adjustments (in some countries referred to as ‘accommodations’) 
remove or reduce the effect of the barriers experienced by 
candidates and employees with disabilities. 

Examples of adjustments include providing a ramp as an alternative 
to stairs or an electronic version of paper document so that an 
employee with a visual impairment can use screen reader software 
to access the information. Working hours and locations can be 
made flexible, and managers can agree different ways to 
communicate with their employees e.g. over the phone, via email, 
face-to-face or in writing. 

These are small changes that can remove barriers that stop 
someone from doing their job and can support good performance. 
In this guide, we refer to these types of changes as ‘adjustments’.

[1] United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities:  
un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-
with-disabilities.html

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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What is anxiety and depression

Wellbeing and mental wellness
Mental health refers to an individual’s mental state or in other 
words, how they are feeling. An individual’s mental wellbeing is 
variable and everyone can experience periods of mental distress. 
Many people will experience a mental health illness at some point 
in their life. In many cases, employees may work through their 
illness or take a short break before returning and successfully 
continue their career. 

What is anxiety?
Anxiety is a feeling that anyone can experience however it can 
affect people differently. People with an anxiety disorder may 
experience a constant and unrealistic sensation of worry and fear, 
and difficulties controlling these feelings. This is often accompanied 
by physical symptoms such as: insomnia, sweating, a racing heart 
or palpitations.

What is depression?
According to the World Health Organisation, depression is ‘a 
common mental disorder, characterized by persistent sadness and 
a loss of interest in activities that you normally enjoy, accompanied 
by an inability to carry out daily activities, for at least two weeks. In 
addition, people with depression normally have several of the 
following: a loss of energy; a change in appetite; sleeping more or 
less; anxiety; reduced concentration; indecisiveness; restlessness; 
feelings of worthlessness, guilt, or hopelessness; and thoughts of 
self-harm or suicide’. 
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There are many sources  
of help and advice that  
you can access for detailed 
information about anxiety 
and depression in  
your country.

Internal and external sources of help
There are many sources of help and advice that you can access for 
detailed information about anxiety and depression in your country. 
Internally, you should speak to your own manager or to your local 
Human Resources (HR) team. Your organisation may also have 
diversity and inclusion officers or a disability liaison officer you can 
ask for help and advice on how to support employees with anxiety 
or depression at work.

Externally, there may be local organisations that can provide you 
with expert advice and information about anxiety and depression 
in your country. The International Labour Organisation’s Global 
Business and Disability Network’s website [2] contains some useful 
information about local requirements and the availability of 
disability support in countries all over the world.

[2] ILO GBDN website: businessanddisability.org/country-profiles/

http://www.businessanddisability.org/country-profiles/
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Employing people 
who are experiencing 
anxiety or depression
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	Adjustments (in some countries referred to as ‘accommodations’) remove or reduce the effect of the barriers experienced by candidates and employees with disabilities. 
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	Employing people who are experiencing anxiety or depression
	Employing people who are experiencing anxiety or depression
	Employers should be aware that non-visible disabilities such as anxiety or depression mean that the barriers that employees are facing at work can be less obvious. This means that adjustments to support them in the workplace may be harder for employers to identify and to put in place. 
	Many people experiencing anxiety or depression can perform their role while managing their conditions. The employer may not even be aware that they are experiencing anxiety or depression. However, for some people a few minor adjustments could be needed.
	 
	 
	 

	Supporting candidates
	Recruitment and selection
	Candidates experiencing anxiety or depression may experience barriers demonstrating their abilities and potential by conventional recruitment processes. On the next pages, you will find some recommendations to achieve a more inclusive recruitment process. 
	Job descriptions
	Unreasonable expectations, conflicting demands and a lack of clarity about the scope or responsibilities of a role can generate work-related stress and may cause or exacerbate a person’s anxiety or depression. Below are some recommendations when drawing up job descriptions and candidate specifications:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be specific about what skills are needed and what the job involves.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Do not place excessive emphasis on formal qualifications or work experience when they are not essential to a role.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ensure that the job description clearly describes the purpose and scope of the role, as well as the management support associated with the post.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be flexible: distinguish between essential and desirable criteria.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Concentrate on what is to be achieved in the job as opposed to how it is achieved. Someone with a mental health condition may be able to produce the results you are looking for by different means. 
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Avoid an over-emphasis on soft-skills when these may not be strictly essential. Try avoiding requirements like:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	“Must be fun loving and bubbly with an outstanding personality”.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	“Must be a strong and committed team player”.




	Instead focus on abilities requirements like:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	“Must be able to build and maintain productive relationships with colleagues, clients and customers”.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	“Must be able to work effectively in a team environment”.


	Interviews and assessments centres
	When you invite the applicants for an interview make sure you ask all the candidates if they require any adjustments to be taken in account for the interview. 
	You should fully explain any assessments to candidates in advance so that they are not surprised on the day. Candidates with anxiety may experience barriers in group tasks. It may be necessary to assess a candidate in a different way, or allow them to skip this part of the assessment.
	Remember people that are returning to the workplace after a period of mental illness or unemployment may lack confidence, but communication and interpersonal skills are likely to develop once in the job. 
	Supporting employees
	Completing an adjustment plan with new employees who have a disability, mental health condition or with employees who are developing one, is a good way of recording and reviewing adjustments that have been agreed and actions that will be taken if the employee is off sick. 
	Ensure that you take the same approach to adjustments when a person who experiences stress, anxiety or depression applies for promotion, again not making assumptions about what the employee can or cannot do.
	Onboarding
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Communicate expectations of the employee clearly. Outline the job requirements and how they fit into the overall business objectives.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ensure that the person is confident and comfortable with existing tasks before you look at increasing the pace of the work or introducing new tasks.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be sensitive: group induction activities can require strong social skills and be difficult for those who lack confidence or have low self-esteem. 

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Provide training and resources to equip the individual to perform their role. Some employees experiencing anxiety and depression may need additional managerial support and supervision in the induction period.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Make sure everyone is aware of any employee support and welfare services and knows how to access them.


	Example
	Example

	Pablo is a new employee. During the induction process your 
	Pablo is a new employee. During the induction process your 
	colleagues have reported that he has been quiet and withdrawn 
	and there were concerns that he wasn’t happy having recently 
	joined the company.

	You have a conversation with Pablo where he explains that new 
	You have a conversation with Pablo where he explains that new 
	situations can make him anxious. After some discussion Pablo 
	tells you that it would be helpful for him to have more information 
	about the various induction activities and the people he is going 
	to meet. This is easy for you to provide as the induction is planned 
	some time in advance. You give Pablo the information and tell 
	him that he can talk to you regularly about his concerns.

	Adjustments on the job
	You may need to provide additional workplace adjustments after induction, for those who develop anxiety or depression during their employment or for those whose condition has evolved.
	The following list is not exhaustive, and you may need to explore other adjustments in consultation with your employee:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allow flexible working hours and working arrangements. For example, a later start and finish time or more regular rest or toilet breaks during the day.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Offer support with prioritising workload, e.g. time management training and stress management training.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	If required, provide a safe, secure and confidential place to store and take medication and easy access for drinking water.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Accept inconsistencies in behaviour or mood.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	If required, allow time off work for rehabilitation, assessments and medical, counselling or psychotherapy appointments.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allow the employee extra time to carry out certain tasks where appropriate.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Provide equipment to help the employee, e.g. colour coding, an electronic calendar or a dictaphone can be useful for employees experiencing memory difficulties.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Make changes to the work environment. For example, room dividers, other soundproofing or visual barriers can be useful for an employee who has difficulties with concentration or memory, a private room where an employee can take a rest will help an employee experiencing distress or fatigue.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be prepared to reallocate some duties throughout the team, remember this does not mean that the core tasks need to be removed from the job.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Provide formal and informal support systems such as employee welfare schemes or disability networks and encouraging employees to take advantage of them.


	Whenever possible, it is advised to separate disability related sickness absence leave and other type of sick leave, ensuring that it does not impact on an employee’s sickness record and as a result, on their career progression.
	Figure


	Supporting an employee who becomes distressed at work 
	Supporting an employee who becomes distressed at work 
	Anyone can become upset and distressed at work, regardless of whether they have a mental health condition. Managers need to be able to identify and respond sensitively and appropriately to individuals who are going through a difficult time. 
	Line managers should be alert to the risk that their employees may be under excessive pressure or that they might have an undisclosed or as yet undiagnosed disability and need support. Be alert to the following potential warning signs and symptoms:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	High levels of sporadic or prolonged absence.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	A significant change in mood or uncharacteristic behaviour.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	An unusual deterioration in the standard of the employee’s work, reduced productivity, poor judgement or indecision.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	An insistence on taking on unrealistically high levels of work or working unsustainable hours.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Poor morale or lack of co-operation.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Uncharacteristic mistakes or accidents.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Frequent complaints of tiredness or aches and pains.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Significant weight gain or weight loss.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Alcohol or drug abuse.


	It is important that line managers and others feel confident about how to support an employee who becomes distressed. However, while you should be alert to the signs of mental distress you should not attempt diagnosis or treatment. The following principles may be helpful:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ask the person how you can support them and what they would find useful, e.g. someone to talk to, or some time to be on their own.
	 
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ask if there is anyone they would like contacted, e.g. a friend, partner, relative, or colleague.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Provide a suitable space for the person to express emotion and compose themselves in comfort and privacy.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Once the person has recovered sufficiently, they may want to carry on working or they may need to take a break or just go home early. Try your best not to let the person leave your premises alone if they are still very distressed.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	The employee may feel embarrassed about the incident. Reassure them that they are valued and supported. If the individual requires a longer period of absence stay in regular contact and give them every opportunity to request any adjustments that would enable them to return to work.


	Follow-up actions 
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Do not ignore the fact that the person was distressed or pretend it did not happen. Instead deal with the situation directly and honestly in a supportive way.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ask the employee if there is anything you can do to support them and make sure they are aware of the support the organisation offers including workplace adjustments.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	When the person feels ready, discuss if work has contributed to their distress. Listen without passing judgement and make sure you address their concerns seriously.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	If appropriate, discuss the possibility of seeking professional help. Encourage the person to get help, if applicable, from the welfare officer or occupational health department, their GP or other health professional.


	Example
	Example

	Pierre has worked in your team for some time. He is an effective 
	Pierre has worked in your team for some time. He is an effective 
	and quiet team member. Recently you have noticed him 
	behaving differently, he has been tearful on more than one 
	occasion and has recently shouted aggressively at a colleague 
	after a minor disagreement.

	Immediately after this incident you ask to meet Pierre in a private 
	Immediately after this incident you ask to meet Pierre in a private 
	room away from the rest of the team. Pierre is still upset and 
	angry but after a while he begins to calm down. You then ask him 
	about this recent uncharacteristic behaviour and if something has 
	changed. Pierre tells you that he has a mental health condition 
	and his medication as recently changed and this has been 
	difficult for him.

	You agree that Pierre can remain in the office for the rest of the 
	You agree that Pierre can remain in the office for the rest of the 
	day but that he should come and talk to you if he feels he’s not 
	coping at any point. You then discuss with Pierre what 
	adjustments you can put in place for the future. It’s agreed that he 
	will have weekly check-ins with you and that on days where he 
	feels particularly unwell he can work from home. It’s agreed that 
	this shall be reviewed in a month.

	Crisis
	In rare circumstances you may be required to support an employee who is in crisis and is a risk to themselves or to others. In this situation, where possible alert the emergency contact of their choice. Ensure that these are kept up to date for every employee. An adjustment plan is a good way of doing this. 
	If this is not possible, contact your local social services for advice or intervention or if necessary and appropriate in the circumstances, the emergency services.
	Figure
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