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Navigating Mental Health as a Local Government
Leader

A retired city manager’s journey through mental iliness [PM Magazine, August 2020]
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My name is Bill.  am a Life Member of the International City/County Management
Association. | am now retired after serving local governments for 35 years. And | have
experienced a lifetime of mental iliness.

This is perhaps an unusual way to start an article; particularly to admit something that
might have otherwise disqualified me from a career in local government. Admitting what |
have in a national magazine would probably preclude my ability to be gainfully employed
in most organizations if my identity were full disclosed; most certainly in competitive local
government opportunities. Since | do not intend to work again in the profession, having
reached retirement age, | feel free to disclose something that | kept private for so long,
except from members of my family and medical officials. It's my hope that this article will
be helpful to current and future generations of local government managers, both

personally and in consideration of their coworkers.

According to the United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission website, regarding protections to employees under the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA), added in 2008:

Is my employer allowed to fire me because | have a mental health condition?

No. Itis illegal for an employer to discriminate against you simply because you have a mental health
condition. This includes firing you, rejecting you for a job or promotion, or forcing you to take leave. An Statistics from the
employer doesn’t have to hire or keep people in jobs they can’t perform or employ people who pose a National Association
“direct threat” to safety (a significant risk of substantial harm to self or others). But an employer cannot on Mental lliness:
rely on myths or stereotypes about your mental health condition when deciding whether you can perform
a job or whether you pose a safety risk. Before an employer can reject you for a job based on your
condition, it must have objective evidence that you can't perform your job duties, or that you would create
a significant safety risk, even with a reasonable accommodation.

The protections of the ADA are a comfort, but | strongly suspect that decisions on hiring me or keeping me
employed in some of my jobs may have been impacted by knowledge of my mental health and or aversions to its
negative effects (particularly prior to 2008). | posit that mental illness may still pose a stigma to employment to

those in the workplace.

i did not think to write this article until a fellow classmate and retired city manager encouraged me to do so. We
were talking about our respective careers, which began at about the same time. He was a manager longer than
me and took a different, more stable direction in his path than | did; whereas, my career was noted for hopping
from job to job, state to state. As he listened to my story of my career, including my disclosure of my experience
with mental health, he asked me, “Now, what can you do to help the profession?” That question is something
that I had never considered.

Several months passed between our lunches, and he posed the question again. | responded that | would like
others to know about my experiences. | wanted my fellow local government managers to learn from my steps
not taken. My comrade suggested that | write an article for PM magazine. After several months of thinking
about it, here is what | have to offer. Bear in mind that | am not a doctor, therapist, or social worker, so my story
is my way of speaking out about mental health issues from my singular perspective. | strongly encourage you to

seek help if anything | say seems to resonate.



Here are some interesting statistics from the National Association on Mental lliness:

e 1in 5 U.S. adults experience mental iliness each year.

e 50% of all lifetime mental illness begins by the age of 14.

o 43% of U.S. adults with mental illness received treatment in 2018, meaning that 57% did not.

Given these statistics, it is highly likely that some reading this article also experience some degree of mental illness.

| come from a family where mental iliness, primarily depression and anxiety, is prevalent on both my mother and father’s sides of the family. As a
child, I was bullied, verbally abused, and raised in a dysfunctional family setting with an alcoholic, drug-abusing father, and unstable economic
existence until | was no longer dependent on my family for subsistence. Reading through the literature and discussing the matter with therapists
over the years, | understand the implications of nature and nurture in triggering the type of mental illness | experience.

Over the past 25 years, | have been through batteries of tests and assessments by mental health professionals. W hile there have beena variety of
prognoses, the most common determination is that { have Borderline Personality Disorder, a mental health disorder that impacts the way you think
and feel about yourself and others, which may cause problems functioning in everyday life. It includes self-image issues, difficulty managing
emotions and behavior, and a pattern of unstable relationships.

With Borderline Personality Disorder, a person may experience an intense fear of abandonment or instability of relationships, including those in the
workplace. There is typically evidence of inappropriate manifestations of anger and impulsiveness. .

I also have General Anxiety Disorder. The condition has symptoms similar to Panic Disorder, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, and other types of
anxiety. These symptoms include constant worry, restlessness, and trouble with concentration. It is important to note that there are a wide variety
of manifestations and degrees of interference with daily life functions.

| can say that | was able to function in my profession and private life with these conditions present. Depression and anxiety can manifest themselves
in varying degrees, including to the point of being debilitating, but while my illness certainly impacted decisions and relationships, | was not
debilitated. That being said, | sincerely believe after 40 or so years of being aware of my conditions that my performance as a manager, husband, and
father could have been improved with self-awareness, the use of concrete therapeUtic strategies and uniform counselling to deal with the negative
aspects, and seeking therapeutic use of prescriptions to mitigate the negative aspects.

Rather than expanding on my career and life history, | thought it would be more purposeful to discuss lessons learned. The two areas where my
mental illness impacted my job were in relation to exhibition of anger and social anxiety as it related to networking with peers.

According to Linda Esposito, LCSW, from Psychology TodayL:

We rarely associate anger with anxiety because chronic worriers tend to be kind, polite, responsible, high-achievers, people-pleasers, and
overly self-critical. Beware the conscientious exterior in yourself or others, because anger is a primary emotion underlying anxiety.

Anger is a powerful emotion, and if not handled appropriately, serious health consequences can ensue. According to research published by the
American Psychological Association, anxiety and anger have been proven to be hazardous to health.? These increase vulnerability to illnesses,
especially upper respiratory iliness; compromise the immune system, increase lipid levels; exacerbate pain; and increase the risk of death from
cardiovascular disease and from all sources of death. “Why would someone who avoids conflict and doesn’t like getting mad be an angry
person?” is a common question. In general, we don't reward anger.

Many children are taught from an early age that anger is mean, impolite, rude, hot-headed, and out-of-control behavior. When adults are afraid
of their anger, they tend to repress their emotions. But you can only deny feelings for so long because eventually, all feelings go somewhere.
Acting “as if” the situation or person at hand did not upset you is to deny your authentic emotional state and to potentially set off a ticking time
bomb. Kids model what they are taught at home, so if Mom or Dad didn’t own their feelings and subsequent behavioral reactions, what lessons
are passed along?

In my case, it was my father who exhibited an unpredictable, ferocious temper. As children, we often stayed away from him tothe greatest extent
possible, or walked around on eggshells. As the frequent target of his anger, | internally vowed to try to not exhibit this behavior in the future. I did
not keep this vow.

As a teenager and young adult, | cannot recall any angry outbursts that might have seemed out of control. In fact, | believe that many people found
me to be mild mannered. The anger seemed to manifest itself in my later 20s when | took on greater responsibilities in my career and my marriage. |
find it curious that it most often increased in frequency with stress and responsibility.



As | periodically expressed intense anger, | would often regret it and feel bad afterward. | know firsthand that this can lead to confusion, shame, and
a sense of unworthiness. After all, if | could not express anger when the school bully knocked me down on the parking lot; | reasoned that | must have
done something to provoke this unwanted behavior. In time, | internalized that | was somehow broken or defective, which contributed to a very low
self-esteem. Complicating matters is the fact that my feelings of humiliation and rage did not just disappear.

Linda Esposito notes, “Transitioning to adulthood and a lifetime spent in emotional-expression limbo means adopting unhealthy coping skills. For
example, hyper-vigilance (if your parents didn’t provide a safe environment for your feelings, who can you trust?), dependence on others' approval, a
lack of trust in the safety of the world, in others, and in yourself, chronic self-doubt, or not accepting praise in a common positive vein.”3

A concrete example of a lack of trust that | attribute to my iliness had to do with preparing for city council meetings. Early in my professional life, |
was told by a mentor that | should approach each council meeting as an opportunity to be fired. This message sank in deeply and led me to spend an
extraordinary number of hours preparing for these meetings. (Most of this preparation was not necessary, such as going into the office on Sunday
afternoon prior to a weekly board meeting, and thus prioritizing my job over time with my family.) | also took the position that I should be the
primary presenter of agenda items, instead of relying on department heads or other staff. This was out of a sense of the need to be in control. This
behavior continued throughout my 30-plus years in the profession.

A psychological breakthrough occured when | acknowledged my greatest fears about my anger expression. When you instinctively unleash a torrent
of pent-up rage, there’s a good chance of causing irreparable physical or psychological damage to others. I found that my temper was expressed even
toward superiors, which ultimately affected their perception of me as a manager. | am certain that it led to one or more of my dismissals. My anger
would often be triggered by criticism, of not only my own performance, but the performance of subordinates. You are more likely to no longer be
liked or even respected by those around you. This is a real problem when trying to promote teamwork.

While there’s no quick-fix or one-size-fits-all way to manage anger, the following steps can help you experience less anxiety around getting mad.
Through therapy, pharmaceutical treatment (designed not to eliminate but to assist in control of depression, anxiety, and anger), and the previously
mentioned recommendations of Linda Esposito, | learned the following strategies to mitigate and lessen the occasions of ill-expressed anger:

It’s ok to acknowledge your feelings.

If you were like me, you weren't taught how to handle your anger, other than an occasional punishment of standing in the corner. It's important to
allow yourself the time and the space to stew in emotional upset. | wish | was more universally able or willing to count to 10. Sometimes the goalis
not to immediately “fix” the problem, but to learn to sit with uncomfortable feelings and get perspective.

Normalize anger.

Anger is not a “bad” emotion—we might not have survived as a species without it—and it can certainly be an appropriate response to injustice. it may
also lead to more favorable outcomes in business negotiations, as well as an increased motivation to change what’s wrong with your life and with the
world.

Assess when to confront and when to walk away.

Developing firm and consistent boundaries will help you decide when it's wise to stand up to the person or situation that upset you, or whether it's
best to avoid conflict. Pay close attention to your thought process so you remain in the here and now. Mindfulness-based practices are beneficial for
catching yourself before you react through a distorted lens of past experiences. Anxious minds are uncomfortable with uncertainty, so avoid the
trap of catastrophic thinking when waiting on an answer.

Work to come to terms with childhood wounds.
This is a tall order for sure. While your parents, other adults, or peers may have mistreated you, they are not living your life right now. Viewing
yourself as a victim will not allow you to focus on your strengths or accomplish your goals. Therapy can help you reframe negative core beliefs and

heal from past events.

Learn to teach people how to treat you.

When you're upset, you have a right to your feelings. If others don’t support you in the way you want or need, let them know. Just remember, your
response is your responsibility. The key to effective anger management is knowing how to express anger at the right time, in the right amount, and to
the right people. Believe me, there are many other strategies. Doing any of these can mean you'll sleep better at night, and be less likely to
experience regret.

As quoted before from Linda Esposito, we rarely associate anger with anxiety because chronic worriers tend to be kind, polite, responsible, high-
achievers, people-pleasers, and overly self-critical. Beware the conscientious exterior in yourself or others because anger is a primary emotion
underlying anxiety.



The Importance of Professional Help

I learned in my early 40s that | needed professional help to deal with my mental iliness. My determination to seek professional assistance came
around the time of the death of my father, the person whose anger habits were imprinted on me, and one of the principal persons | was desperate to
please in my career pursuit.

I sincerely recommend therapy to everyone, regardless of depth or manifestations of mental iliness. My peer that | mentioned earlier got together
with several of his peers to meet regularly with a therapist, to talk and work out common behavior-related issues that they or others were
manifesting. These meetings have been going on for years and seem to have helped the participants.

The Importance of Other People

I highly recommend getting involved with peers in general. While on occasion | could come across as a gregarious fellow, | found myself avoiding
monthly meetings and | was reluctant to attend the ICMA conferences. [ can recall a time when | was in my car, heading to a peer meeting, and
turning back because my feelings overwhelmed me. Yes, a part of this can be attributed to social anxiety. This became progressively worse
throughout my career. | rationalized that | would not know anyone there or the attendees would not be interested in what was going on in my world.
Now, in hindsight, | recognize that 1 was probably denying myself a useful outlet and an opportunity to learn from others,

In addition, your peers can be crucial in helping you develop your self-awareness. | encourage you to look to others familiar with you as “mirrors.
Sometimes, | found myself blinded to my dysfunctional behavior until someone close to me pointed it out.

In conclusion, | assure you that there is hope for improvement. | certainly encourage my fellow local government leaders to get help as early as
possible if you suspect you may have symptoms of mental illness. Some may experience mental iliness acutely. However, lifelong mental iliness is
real, and it is possible to achieve a happier and peaceful life through the intervention of professionals and peers. Best wishes and good health.

BILL is a retired city manager; having spent more than 30 years in local government leadership.
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