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As we commemorate World Mental Health Awareness Day, it is vital to recognize the profound
impact that untreated personality disorders can have on the mental health of individuals in the
workplace. Since launching my private practice six months ago, I've discovered that half of my
patients are struggling with significant work-related stress. The World Health Organization
(WHO) emphasizes the important role of work in mental well-being, noting that while
employment can bring stability, it can also become a source of stress. In this context,
interpersonal conflicts at work stand out as a significant stressor that may lead to mental health
disorders such as depression, anxiety disorders, burnout, and PTSD.

### The Foundation of Personality and Its Influence on Work

Personality disorders often present as maladaptive behaviors and thought patterns, typically
arising from a mix of childhood experiences and genetic predispositions. Object relations theory
posits that our self-concept develops through early relationships, which shapes our understanding
of identity in relation to others and informs our expectations of how relationships should
progress, including our anticipations of treatment by others. This internalization greatly impacts
how we navigate interpersonal environments, particularly in high-stress settings like the
workplace.

Everyone has their own traits and vulnerabilities concerning personality psychopathology. When
individuals with personality disorders—such as narcissistic, antisocial, or borderline personality
disorders—engage with colleagues, the potential for interpersonal conflict increases. These
disorders impede the development of healthy relationships, fostering toxic dynamics that amplify
workplace stress. A vivid example of this can be seen in my favorite Netflix series, The Resident,
which illustrates workplace interactions and the toxicity stemming from personality disorders.
Characters like Dr. Bell, who displays narcissistic traits, and his former partner, an oncologist
prioritizing profit over human life, mirror real-life situations where such dynamics can create
chaos.

### Work: A Double-Edged Sword

Work can serve as a stabilizing force in our lives, providing structure, purpose, and a sense of
community. However, when the workplace atmosphere becomes toxic, the very environment that
should nurture growth and support can morph inte a source of anxiety and despair. Employees
often assess their feelings of safety and security based on their relationships with colleagues and
supervisors. A lack of support or exposure to hostile dynamics can provoke mental health crises.
One patient, who was grappling with work-related stress, once remarked that my work
environment—where | provide care—seemed far superior to his own. He perceived me as someone
whose eyes sparkled with joy at work, a view that starkly contrasted with my reality of
encountering toxicity at times. Many of our challenging work experiences remain concealed from
the public eye.

In South Africa, issues of race and inequality further complicate this landscape. The struggle to
navigate a workplace that may harbor systemic racism adds another layer of stress for many

individuals, leading to feelings of isolation and helplessness.




### The Significance of Acknowledging Work-Related Stressors

Recognizing work-related stressors is crucial, particularly for individuals at risk of developing
mental health issues. | strive diligently to validate those experiencing symptoms due to toxic
workplace cultures, which can aggravate existing vulnerabilities and lead to conditions like
burnout, generalized anxiety disorder, and depression. Early intervention is essential. Seeking
psychiatric services when necessary can offer individuals the support and care needed for
treatment, and recovery. | work tirelessly to advocate for increased support for those in need at
work, even when the challenges arise from supervisors who view mental health struggles as
weaknesses.

### Personal Insights on Work and Mental Health

As a specialist psychiatrist, | have personally felt the impact of severe work-related stress. In a
previous position, | found myself in a setting akin to a dramatic series, where the department
head combined charm with cunning, concealing deeper issues of racism and toxicity. This
environment triggered my own battles with depression and generalized anxiety disorder,
resulting in nightmares and panic attacks.

The journey to healing wasn't quick. My recovery involved medication and therapy, which
equipped me with new coping strategies and prompted a reassessment of my sense of purpose.
This experience taught me resilience and pushed me to seek meaningful work that resonated
with my values. | consistently encourage patients to reevaluate what matters to them when faced
with life-altering stressors that challenge their self-assessment and identity based on professional
achievements.

### Moving Forward: Strategies and Support

Tackling the mental health crisis stemming from work-related stress requires a comprehensive
approach, encompassing workplace interventions, mental health education, and a commitment to
nurturing supportive environments. Employers should prioritize mental health awareness,
establish open communication channels, and implement training programs that foster healthy
interpersonal relationships.

### Conclusion

On this World Mental Health Awareness Day, let's recognize the critical connection between
untreated personality disorders, workplace stressors, and mental health outcomes. By promoting
understanding and compassion in our workspaces, we can lessen the effects of stress and support
each other on the journey toward mental wellness. Remember, seeking assistance is a sign of
courage and strength, and prioritizing mental health is vital for a thriving workforce.



