Freelancing &
Mental Health

On June 7, 2022, Outsized CEO Johann van Niekerk hosted a webinar
about the importance of mental wellbeing for freelance professionals. In
this webinar, co-host industrial psychologist Sheldon Burroughs shared
invaluable insights into what challenges freelance professionals face when
it comes to mental wellbeing and how to overcome these. He provided a
framework for implementation, day to day, to achieve and maintain good
mental health.
Members of the freelancing community face numerous stresses and
strains but these have, historically, been attributed as ‘just part of the
job.’ As the last two years have unfolded, more light has been shed on the
issues of mental health and the importance of mental well-being, and we
are finally starting to place as much emphasis on our mental health as we
do on our physical wellbeing.
In this document, we unpack the topic of mental health in the context of
freelance professionals and provide some tips and tools to manage and
maintain an optimal state of mental wellbeing.
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What is mental health?
It is essential to differentiate between mental health, or wellbeing, and
mental illness.
Mental Illness – According to the World Health Organisation, it is a
persistent combination of abnormal thoughts, perceptions, emotions,
behaviour, and relationships with others. Includes depression, bipolar
disorder, schizophrenia, and other psychoses, dementia, and
developmental disorders, including autism.
Mental Wellbeing – The WHO defines this as a state of well-being in which
an individual realises their abilities, can cope with the everyday stresses
of life, can work productively, and contribute to their community.
The absence of mental illness does not equate to mental well-being but is
instead a state of neutrality that prevents individuals from thriving. One’s
mental health is the bedrock upon which overall wellbeing is built. Even
with all the boxes ticked, without stable and adequate mental well-being,
an overarching sense of personal well-being is impossible to achieve.
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Facts and figures
During the last two years, as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has
more research than ever carried out about mental health.
Global stats since the COVID-19 outbreak:
67% increase in stress levels
57% increase in anxiety
South Africa (source: SADAG from 2019 – 2020)
56% of workers take sick days as the result of mental health issues
Freelance professionals and self-employed Individuals (source: IPSE:
Not-for-profit membership organisation for the self-employed
community)
Those in the creative sector are three times more likely to experience
mental health issues.
10% of freelancers reported mental health issues
·32% suffered increased stress levels during the pandemic
·There was a 68% - 39% drop in levels of mental health
29% lower job satisfaction during the pandemic
10% did not take any time off in the last twelve months

Facts and figures
Subpar mental health has a detrimental effect on life in general. Taken
in the context of a freelance professional, it can impact productivity,
motivation, and the ability to reason and think clearly. These all, in
turn, impact one’s ability to perform and deliver and, therefore, one’s
earning potential and stability.
In a further study examining reasons for increased mental health issues, it
was revealed that:
53%
50%
32%
28%

of those surveyed cited finding work as an issue
cited financial instability and income irregularity
said blurred boundaries between work and home life – no balance
said working long hours and tight, unrealistic deadlines

As the study reveals, work and financial instability are two of the most
significant stressors for freelancers, which further fuels poor mental
wellbeing. It is a vicious cycle.

Freelancers & their unique
challenges
While uncertainty associated with finding work and financial insecurity, while contributing
factors to poor mental wellbeing, they are not the only stressors.

Procrastination

is something that most freelancers struggle with,
particularly those in the creative sphere. Poor mental
health can make this an even bigger challenge to
overcome as concentration levels and drive can be
affected

and procrastination often go hand in hand. While one
might have the best intentions of sitting down and
spending a few hours on a project, distractions often
crop up, and suddenly hours have passed, and no
work has been done, but one has caught up on all
one’s junior school friends’ lives on Facebook.

Stress
Management

Management

is a vital skill for anyone, but freelancers particularly.
Stress can be debilitating and can create reduced
levels of productivity, making it harder to work.

is very important. Without any idea of where to go, it
is impossible to know how to get there. Setting goals,
even if just for the day, and writing them down
creates a sense of accountability.

Prioritising

Time

Goal Settings

the goals of clients over one’s own is not a healthy
way to approach life as a freelancer. It leads to
burnout, resentment and is simply not sustainable.
When tired, sleep; when hungry, eat. It is essential to
be realistic about what can be achieved and when.

is the ultimate goal. A work-life balance allows
freelancers to care for themselves and safeguard
their mental wellbeing.

Balances

Components of mental health
management

As freelancers, it is imperative to show up as the best version of oneself,
every day. And the only way to do this, to really flourish, is to have one’s
mental health in check and maintain it.
There are 6 fundamental components of mental wellbeing. It is important
to strive for a balance between these components and in areas that are
lacking to do the necessary work to ensure the best possible outcome for
one’s mental health.
Take number 6, for example; stress is an everyday part of life. Developing
the tools and skills to manage and mitigate stress levels will help boost
mental wellbeing.

The 6C model of mental wellbeing
These 6 pillars provide the tools and tips for maintaining optimum mental wellbeing.

Connection
Life as a freelancer can be lonely. Feelings of isolation can often creep in. There
are simple steps that can be taken to ensure you are connected.
Maintain quality connections with others
Avoid prolonged solitude
Join a network of similar individuals (hint: sign up to the Outsized
Community platform); or create a network
Know whom to ask for support or help when you need it
Collaborate wherever possible

Clarity
Exercising one’s mind and doing things to keep it clear and sharp is important.
Try crosswords, puzzles or problem-solving.
Practice regular mindfulness, including meditation or relaxation techniques
Coherence breathing can be helpful in refocusing the mind. Inhale for 5
seconds and exhale for 5 seconds. Repeat this for 3 minutes.
Journaling is a powerful way to clear the mind of extraneous thoughts.
Either write freely or answer these questions:
o What happened?
o How did it make me feel?
o Why did I feel that way?
o What can I learn from this experience?

Compassion
Be compassionate towards others, but more importantly, be compassionate
towards yourself. It reduces stress.
Give back – mentor, coach, volunteer. Through giving, one can elevate one’s
sense of self.

The 6C model of mental wellbeing
Consistency
This is arguably one of the most important elements, particularly for freelance
professionals who might not have a set routine. Working on your mental
wellbeing should be done every day, even if just for 10 minutes.
Create a personalised programme that involves daily or weekly habits
Daily focus is required. Just like you need to eat an apple every day, not
seven on Sunday!
Weave in components of exercise, diet, relaxation, and enjoyment
Create a strong sense of certainty in the face of uncertainty
A morning routine that becomes your anchor
o Three things to be grateful for every day
o Affirmations
o Prayer

Cantnaps
It is estimated that one in two people around the world are not getting enough
sleep, and the latest research indicates that lack of sleep is a significant
contributor to illnesses such as Alzheimer’s, Dementia, and even some cancers.
Get enough sleep. It is the only way to cleanse and regenerate the brain
Rest when your body tells you to. Siesta!
Prioritise quality rest over a tight deadline, even if it means taking a quick
afternoon nap every single day

Confidence
As a freelance professional, you are your greatest asset
Acknowledge your accomplishments – big or small, and keep a success
journal to track them
Actively explore strengths and leverage them where possible
Set realistic challenges and work towards achieving them
Write down goals and track them

If implemented correctly and consistently, these 6 Cs and help freelance professional
achieve and maintain mental wellbeing, and therefore enable freelancers to thrive.

Helpful tools for mental well-being
maintenance

Apps

Books

Calm

The Body Keeps the Score.

Insight Timer

7 Habits of Highly Effective People.

Moodfit

The Happiness Trap – Russ Harris.

What’s Up

Feeling Good – David D. Burns, M.D.

Trello

Burnout: The Secret to Unlocking

Evernote

the Stress Cycle.

Goal setting with

Goals – Brian Tracy.

Brian Tracy

Essentialism – Greg McKeown

Habitica

Wherever you go, there you are –
Jon Kabat-Zinn

P.S: Remember to seek professional help when self management tools seem insufficient
in maintaining an optimal level of well-being. There is no shame is asking for help!

