
Hiding all distress; pretending
everything is perfect while burning
out internally.

High internal cost. Leads to sudden
exhaustion, performance drops with
no explanation, or sudden resignation.

Total Over-Correction

Masking

2.The “Need vs. Narrative” Formula

Strategic Vulnerability at Work
Balancing Personal Mental Health Needs with Professional Boundaries

Forcing youself to hide extreme stress or burnout takes a massive toll on your energy. However, over-
sharing raw clinical details can introduce professional and boundary risks. The healthiest middle ground
is Strategic Disclosure - focusing purely on the operational adjustments you need to protect your
workload and maintain output.

1.The Vulnerability Spectrum

Approach What It Looks Like The Professional Impact

Treating a manager or HR like a
therapist; sharing raw emotional
histories or detailed diagnostic crisis
steps.

High professional risk. Shuts down
practical problem-solving, creates
boundary confusion, or risks
unconscious bias.

Unfiltered Processing

Over-Sharing

Sharing the impact and the
operational solution, not the
underlying clinical narrative.

High utility. Protects privacy,
establishes clear logistical
adjustments, and keeps focus on
professional value.

Functional Solution 

Strategic Disclosure

Translate clinical symptoms into logistical workplace adjustments. Keep the internal diagnosis private; make the
practical execution structural. 

I N ST E A D  O F  ( N A R R AT I V E )

“My anxiety is through the roof lately and I can’t
sleep, so I can’t handle morning meetings right
now.”

I N ST E A D  O F  ( N A R R AT I V E )

“I’m having a severe depressive episode and
looking at my screen in this loud office is causing
a panic attack.”

T RY  T H I S  ( N E E D )

T RY  T H I S  ( N E E D )

“I operate most efficiently when I can focus on
deep-work tasks before 10AM. Can we move our
team sync to the afternoon to optimize output?”

“I’ve noticed my focus improves significantly with
fewer sensory distractions. I am going to utilize the
quiet focus room for two hours in the afternoon.”

I N ST E A D  O F  ( N A R R AT I V E )

“I can’t stop crying and my depression is so bad
today that I can’t get out of bed. Please don’t fire
me, but I’m not coming in.”

T RY  T H I S  ( N E E D )

“I am calling out for my shift today due to a personal
health issue. I will keep you updated according to our
attendance policy regarding my next shift.”



3.The Source Check

I N ST E A D  O F  ( N A R R AT I V E )

“You keep changing the rules and writing me up
just because I don’t do things your exact way. Your
management style is completely triggering my
anxiety and making this a hostile environment for
me.”

T RY  T H I S  ( N E E D )
“I acknowledge that our approaches to this work-
flow differ, and I want to ensure my work meets the
shift requirements. To keep our expectations fully
aligned moving forward, let’s document the
specific, step-by-step operational metrics you
want me to follow so there is no ambiguity moving
forward.”

I N ST E A D  O F  ( N A R R AT I V E )

“You guys are killing me with these last-minute
scheduling changes. My stress levels can’t take this
constant chaos, and it’s making me completely
melt down at home.”

T RY  T H I S  ( N E E D )

“I have fixed personal health and logistics
commitments outside of my agreed-upon
availability. I can work my original rostered hours,
but I am unable to take on additional short-notice
shifts this week.”

I N ST E A D  O F  ( N A R R AT I V E )

“My back is killing me and is making my anxiety
super high today. I’m in too much pain to keep
running these heavy racks across the floor.”

T RY  T H I S  ( N E E D )
“I am experiencing a temporary physical
capacity limit today. To keep pulling my weight
without risking injury, I need to alternate
between standing tasks and a seated station for
the rest of my shift.”

I N ST E A D  O F  ( N A R R AT I V E )

“My PTSD is completely flaring up from the stress
of this job, and my therapist says I need to go on
short-term disability or FMLA before I have a
nervous breakdown.”

T RY  T H I S  ( N E E D )
“I am initiating a request for protected medical
leave through HR to manage a recurring health
condition. I wanted to let you know directly so we
can plan for shift coverage while my paperwork is
being processed.”

Is the distress an internal capacity challenge or a structural systemic issue?

Internal Management Need Structural Environmental Issue

You feel fundamentally safe and supported by
your team, but temporarily internal fatigue or
life stress requires clear, explicit pacing or short-
term coping boundaries. 

Action: Use the scripts above to build
temporary accommodations.

The corporate culture relies entirely on constant
crisis, personal boundaries are systematically
penalized, or operational expectations change
daily without resources. 

Action: Recognize that internal coping skills
cannot fully repair a broken system.

This tool is designed to support structured self-advocacy. If professional safety is compromised,
consider consulting a dedicated HR representative or employment advocate.
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