The Clarity Gap

Why Mental Health Support Is Hard to Use When
You're Overwhelmed

By Chris Cage
The Mental Lens

{s

)



The Problem

Mental health support is widely available.

But it often goes unused.

Most organizations today provide some combination of:
o Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs)
« therapy or coaching benefits
« wellbeing platforms and apps
 crisis lines and support services
« mental health days or leave policies

Yet utilization remains consistently low.
This gap is rarely caused by a lack of care, awareness, or good intent.

Instead, it stems from a simple but overlooked reality:

stress changes how the human brain makes decisions.

When people are overwhelmed, anxious, or burned out, the ability to evaluate
options drops sharply.

What looks manageable on a calm day can feel impossible in the middle of
pressure.

The hidden assumption
Most support systems assume people will:
o recognize they need help
« understand what options exist
o evaluate which resource fits their situation
« take confident action

All while already struggling.
That assumption rarely holds.



The Clarity Gap Framework

The Clarity Gap
Availability # Accessibility
Support can exist and still be functionally unreachable.

The clarity gap forms when complexity increases at the same time cognitive
capacity decreases.

How the gap appears

Support exists

l

Stress increases

l

Cognitive capacity decreases

l

Choices feel overwhelming

l

Navigation becomes unclear
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Help is delayed or avoided

The moment support is most needed is often the moment it is hardest to access.
This is not resistance.
It is human biology.

What stress does to thinking

Under sustained stress:
e attention narrows
« working memory declines
» risk perception increases
« decision fatigue accelerates
« avoidance feels safer than action

Expecting clear evaluation under these conditions is unrealistic.
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Why “More Resources” Isn’'t the Answer

When utilization drops, organizations often respond by adding:
o another platform
e another vendor
e another benefit
o another app

But adding options increases complexity. And complexity widens the clarity gap.

The issue is not the absence of support.
It is the absence of clear pathways to support.

Without guidance:
o people hesitate
e managers stay silent
e resources remain underused
e outcomes fail to improve

Support that cannot be navigated is not accessible support.



Closing Reflection

The clarity gap reframes a common misunderstanding.
Low utilization does not mean people don’t want help.

It often means:
« they don't know where to start
o theyfear choosing incorrectly
« they worry about confidentiality
« they are already cognitively overloaded

Closing the clarity gap does not require replacing existing programs.

It requires making access human-centered.

Clear paths.

Simple guidance.

Decision support designed for moments of stress.

Because mental health support only works when people can find it, especially when
thinking clearly is hardest.

About The Mental Lens
The Mental Lens explores how mental health, work, and modern technology
intersect — and how clarity, navigation, and human-centered design can improve

access to support.
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