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COLUMN: MENTAL HEALTH

According to a January 2020 article published by 
the World Health Organization, an estimated 264 
million people are affected by depression worldwide. 
Even though depression is a relatively common illness, a 
stigma remains. Maybe for this reason, as a man and 
leader, I felt I was not allowed, nor was it safe, to share 
my journey outside of a very small and trusted group of 
family and friends. 

In 2019, however, as my view on that began to 
shift and as I became more open, two personal truths 
emerged:
1. My story has the power to help others in their own 

life journey with mental illness. By bringing my 
depression out of the darkness and into the light, it 
provides a safe space for others to share in return. 
When we do this, we become more human and the 
connections we build are a powerful antidote.

2. When I share my truth, it also helps me understand 
my depression better and gain support and understanding 
from others. 

Potential strategies
Recognizing that each person and situation is 

different, I have found the following to be helpful to me 
in my search for balance and well-being, 
• Talk about it: Start with trusted family and friends 

first or seek out talk therapy with a trained 
professional (my every three-week session with a 
licensed mental health counselor is key to my health)

• Sleep: Each person has a number that’s right for 
them, but I find that when I get seven to eight hours 
of rest per night my overall health and mental health 
are easier to manage

• Exercise: No need to be an ultra-marathon runner 
but the endorphins released from aerobic activity are 
the body’s natural “drug” to fight depression. Start 
small and find a way to get just five minutes of your 
heart pumping

• Healthy diet: Turns out mom was right to have 
you eat your fruits and veggies

• Have fun and/or try something new: Find 
something you enjoy and get it calendared. This gives 
you something to look forward to. For me, this has 

become giving back to others through service-
oriented mission trips two to three times per year

• Physician-guided drug therapy: Not always the 
first line of treatment for depression but for some 
being prescribed an antidepressant can make all the 
difference 

An important note to my fellow business and 
community leaders: I’m not a clinical psychiatrist or 
mental health counselor, but I know I have a very 
important role to play in reducing the stigma around 
mental illness in my workplace and social groups – and 
so do you. I’ve learned throughout my own story and 
conversations with others that we often don’t feel 
equipped to navigate mental health conversations. 

Setting the stage
But we have a unique responsibility to create 

environments that foster transparency and support well-
being. The key ingredient is vulnerability from leaders 
and leadership teams. When we model a way for those 
in our companies and organizations that it is safe and 
effective to share, we create powerful opportunities for 
personal growth for all. 

Not sure that you know exactly what to say or 
have a perfect speech prepared? No problem. This can 
be as simple as sharing a personal story of a time in your 
life where you had a struggle or perhaps your own 
season with depression or mental illness. This gives 
others permission. As simple as that sounds, it can be 
revolutionary to individuals and cultures. Not only is it 
the right thing to do, it can directly improve the 
company’s performance and ultimately the bottom line.

My hope is that by sharing my story in this format 
at least one person will feel understood and supported. 
If you are suffering in silence, then know I am just a 
call, email or tweet away. If you are a leader who has 
the desire to be more vulnerable or create an 
environment that reduces stigma, I want to help and get 
you connected with the resources we have throughout 
our great state. 

It is an honor to share my journey with you and 
chip away a bit more at the depression and mental 
illness stigma so others can find a path to well-being.
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Reducing the Stigma
Sharing a Key Step in Depression Battle

Since the age of 17, I have struggled with depression. Now at 43, and as a leader at FirstPerson 
with deep connections to many in the business and non-profit communities, when I share 
my battle, I am typically met with a combination of first surprise and then support. 

What I most often hear is, “Depression? But Paul, you are so fun to be around and engaging.” 
The fact of the matter is both are true and present at the same time.
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