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The Stress Solution  
You Haven’t Thought Of
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When Justin Bieber 
abruptly canceled 
his  Purpose tour last 
summer, he was candid 
about his reason. 
“I want my career to be 
sustainable, but I also want 
my mind, heart, and soul to 
be sustainable,” he wrote on 
Instagram. Surprising but 
fair—dude needed a mental-
health day…or many. 

Mental-health days should 
not be an afterthought, a 
punch line, or something 
solely reserved for people suf-
fering from diagnosed mood 
disorders. Increasingly, they’re 
being recognized as a smart 

way for anyone to take time off 
to deal with everyday stress. 

“While some stigma still 
exists, more companies are 
embracing mental-health 
days,” says clinical psycholo-
gist Richard Shuster, host 
of The Daily Helping pod-
cast. Honchos like Facebook 
CEO Sheryl Sandberg also 
seem to support the idea. 
“We need more leaders who 
encourage employees to bring 
their whole selves to work,” 
she wrote in July, after Ann 
Arbor, Michigan–based web 
developer Madalyn Par ker’s 
e-mail alerting coworkers 
that she was taking mental 

downtime—and her CEO’s 
positive response—went viral.

There’s good reason  
for bosses to be on board. 
“Taking time off lowers 
 levels of the stress hormone 
 cortisol,” says Shuster.  
Days off can improve sleep, 
boost mood, and lessen risks 
for heart disease and depres-
sion. And being away from 
work actually makes you 
 better at work. 

“Feeling rested and 
restored means you’ll be a 
more productive, less  
distracted employee,”  
says Farrah Hauke, a  
clinical psychologist in 
Scotts dale, Arizona. Turns 
out, your brain isn’t idle when 
you’re off the clock. It uses 
downtime to consolidate 
memories, build up your  
powers of attention, and 
tackle problems. The results 
are real. One survey found 
that 84 percent of managers 
agree that time away gives 
employees improved focus 
and creativity.

Just think about it: You 
stay home when your body 
needs to recover from a fever 
or a stomach bug. Why  
not throw the same TLC  
at your mood and mind?  
Asking for a mental-health  
day shouldn’t make you feel 
guilty. In fact, you likely 
already have the right to take 
one. Most sick-time plans  
generally cover absences for 
both physical and mental  
illness or disability, accord-
ing to the Society for Human 
Resource  Management, an 
international HR association. 

Madalyn Parker, for one,  
is relieved to have finally  
come clean. “I used to make 
excuses like, ‘I’m feeling  
fluish,’” she says. “It feels  
so amazing to just be honest.”

H O W  T O  S N A G  A  
D AY  O F  R E S T

1. “Don’t wait 
until you are 
overwhelmed,” 
says Nancy 
Spangler, PhD, 
of the American 
Psychiatric 
Association 
Foundation’s 
Center for 
Workplace Men
tal Health. Try 
to recognize 
your red flags 
so you can plan 
an absence in 
advance rather 
than leaving 
your coworkers 
scrambling to 
cover for you.

2. Be direct but 
brief. Tell your 
boss you are 
burnt out and 
need a day to 
 recuperate so 
you can come 
back at a hun
dred percent. 
“That shows ini
tiative, which is 
reassur ing to 
super visors,” 
says psycholo
gist Richard 
Shuster. (If your 
company is 
 unwoke, just 
 request a per
sonal day.)    

3. Make the 
most of your 
time off…by 
doing the least. 
“Get ample rest 
and consider a 
digital detox,” 
says psycholo
gist Farrah 
Hauke. Don’t 
overthink it. Any 
pause from work 
helps, even if 
you’re running 
errands. 

WELLNESS

Treat your brain 
to a staycation.

by Jessica Goodman
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