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FOREWORD by Safe Space™
To our fellow founders in Singapore and around the world,
Whilst Safe Space™ is a mental health startup, we are still founders ourselves. We know ﬁrst hand what the trials and
tribulations of running a startup can be, let alone ensuring its survival during a global pandemic.
We know that most of you will identify with some of the startup mental health concerns flagged in this whitepaper
collaboration with ACE. As founders, we will always put our business ﬁrst before ourselves which can impact our mental
well-being. It’s time that we change the stigma that startup founders do not struggle with their mental health.
All of us struggle at some point or another and our goal with this whitepaper is to show you that YOU are not alone.
For the over 150 startup founders that have given us your time to ﬁll up our survey and to be interviewed, we thank you
from the bottom of our hearts as we know that your time is priceless. With these insights, the ecosystem will know what
kind of mental health support is needed and what you wished you could have more of.
The good news is that there are free and/or affordable resources available for you to look after yourself, your co -founders
and your teams.
Keep ﬁghting the good ﬁght and may we all emerge stronger post-COVID-19.
Yours faithfully,

Antoinette and Lynette
The Safe Space™ Team
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FOREWORD by Mr Clarence Ti, ACE
Dear friends in the startup ecosystem and beyond,
I am truly delighted to present to you a report by Safe Space™ and ACE on the Mental Health of Startup Founders in
Singapore.
This project started as an idea on October 10th, Global Mental Health Day 2020. All of us had our mental health and
wellness challenged during the pandemic and we at ACE wanted to deepen our understanding and appreciation of what
startup founders in Singapore were going through. This includes how stressed they are, how they are coping, what kind of
support they wished they had more of, and if there were differences between founders of different genders and industry
segments.
We were glad to collaborate with Safe Space™, a mental wellness start-up that helped to put things together and set
things in motion. Over several months from November 2020 to May 2021, we surveyed founders and conducted focus
groups.
We then set out to analyze the results and present to you in the form you see in your hands or on your screens.
On behalf of the ACE Board of Directors, I would like to express our thanks to the over 150 founders who participated in
the survey, and to our collaborator Safe Space™. Your time and answers have helped us answer some of these questions
and will undoubtedly help us build a better startup ecosystem in Singapore.
Wouldn’t it just be wonderful if one of the hallmarks of the Singapore startup ecosystem is that we promote mental
wellness in our startups even as they go out and change the world? Let us make it a competitive advantage.
Yours faithfully,

Clarence Ti
Board Member, ACE
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Introduction

Introduction
Study done by ACE and Safe Space™
Background:
We conducted a truly contemporary study covering multiple
viewpoints and questions, including COVID, gender differences
around stress and startup challenges and the impact of being a
solo founder versus having co-founders.

Key objectives:
Highlight the challenges that startup founders face with
regards to their mental health
Enable startup founders and their teams to understand and
access mental health support and resources

Encourage investors to prioritise startup founder mental health
to safeguard their investments

The study:
Over 70 pieces of expert insight and answers from real clinical
therapists.
Over 150 founders from entrepreneur networks, incubators and
accelerators across Singapore on startup stress and challenges.
Key ﬁndings include the breakdown of startups being negatively
affected by COVID, exercise being a reliable therapeutic solution
and nearly a quarter of founders suffering from stress-related
sleep problems.
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Contributors
About Safe Space™

About ACE

It is the mission of Safe Space™ to provide the
best resources and therapeutic solutions for
employee happiness, health, and productivity. Safe
Space™ is committed to delivering a suite of
mental wellness solutions to support employees in
their efforts to overcome their emotional
obstacles. Our team of professionally accredited
therapists provide a comprehensive suite of
mental wellness services. They help business
owners adopt a proactive approach to mental
wellness.

As the National Voice of the Singapore Startup Ecosystem,
Action Community for Entrepreneurship (ACE) focuses on
five pillars: Startups, Corporations, Institutes of Higher
Learning, Risk Capital, and Public Sector. As the driving
force behind Singapore as an Innovation Island, ACE is
creating a virtual and physical space where ideas,
knowledge, and capability are transformed into value
efficiently.

Antoinette Patterson
Safe Space™ CEO

Lynette Seow
Safe Space™ COO

Clarence Ti
ACE Board Member
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The causes and
coping strategies for

stress among
startup founders

59% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that running a startup has taken
a toll on their mental health.
The founder story behind the
numbers…

Over the last 3 months, running a startup has taken a toll
on my mental health (All Participants)
50%

“In the early stages of your startup journey you
have to learn how to deal with daily challenges
that have an impact on your emotions”

46%

45%

38%

40%

“It’s a roller coaster ride that’s full of instability
around money”

35%
30%

“The constant feeling of uncertainty makes me
feel uptight”

25%
20%
15%

13%

10%

4%

5%
0%
Strongly
Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What advice do you have for a startup
founder to maintain their mental health?
“Reduce the stress by reframing. Establishing a
startup of your own is a huge opportunity and an
incomparable experience.”
“Try thinking of it as a marathon, not a sprint.
Take it one step at a time.”

Instability and uncertainty are clear

Self-care and ‘slowing down’ can help to

features of startup life. Founders recognise

reduce the stress involved in launching a

both the impact on their mental health and
the need to ﬁnd resources and strategies

startup. Good sleep and a positive diet are

“Make self care a priority. Focus on sleeping and
eating well, for example.”

priorities.

to deal with the daily challenges.
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Four ways to be happier at work…
Love your routines.

If you’re working from home, stick to the work day. This is particularly
important during a pandemic, because anxiety and depression feed off not
having a routine.

2

‘Movement is Medicine’.

Get up and take a break every few minutes. Take a walk around the ofﬁce
every few minutes, for example. Changing your posture and breathing
directly affects your brain, and your mental health.

3

During snack breaks,
eat food that has been
scientiﬁcally proven
to boost your mood.

Try some dark chocolate, it’s a rich source of flavonoids, which boosts
brain health and helps with moods. Bananas contain Vitamin B6, which
helps synthesise dopamine and serotonin, both well known mood-lifters.

4

Get at least eight hours
sleep a night and you’ll
feel better at work.

Avoid looking at your phone before bed. Have a nighttime
routine. Avoid caffeine after seven o’clock.

1

To be happier, science tells us…
•

•

•

To be psychologically flexible. That simply means being as open-minded as you can to new experiences. It makes
your life richer and more varied, which in turn makes you happier. It also builds acceptance when things go
differently to what you planned. To try it, join a new social club in the local area. Try a new sport or even cooking a
new dish at home.
That there is a neural link between generosity and happiness. Your brain is hardwired to feel happier after you give.
Giving generously engages the temporo-parietal junction in the brain that has been linked to happiness.

That we should forgive those who have upset us or done us wrong. Let it go to feel better. Forgiveness affects the
nucleus accumbens in the brain, which is then activated to excite the parts of the brain that causes pleasure.
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58% of respondents reported that over the last 3 months, the demands of everyday
life often got them down.
The founder story behind the
numbers…

Over the last 3 months, the demands of everyday life has
often got me down (All Participants)

“You’re always thinking about the business,
especially when there are challenges.”

60%

49%

50%

“It’s easy to run out of time. The day is gone and
there is still a lot to do.”

36%

40%

“I try and look at it positively. I do work most
evenings.”

30%
20%
10%
0%

9%

Strongly
Agree

6%

Agree

Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What advice can you offer to people that
struggle to wind down in the evening?
“Engage in activity that will help you calm down.
Listen to music or practice mindfulness.”
“End your work day early.”
“Meditation and breathing exercises help calm
the body.”

There really are not enough hours in the

day. Founders report that lack of time and

Activities that are outside the stress of
work are beneﬁcial. Listening to music or

constant thinking about the business

meditating will bring calm and

present real challenges. Rather than being

perspective. It’s even a good idea to end

proactive and managing their time better,

work early now and then to restore some

some compensate by working longer hours.

balance.
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75% of respondents reported being rather touchy and easily irritated.
Over the last 3 months, I feel that I have been rather touchy and
easily irritated (All Participants)
60%

36%

40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

9%

Very Much

6%

Considerable
Extent

Some Extent

“When I encounter ‘blockers’ I feel irritated.”
“I think this is common for founders who are
constantly exposed to stress and
decision-making.”

49%

50%

The founder story behind the
numbers…

Not At All

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What are the best techniques that people
can use to increase tolerance and
patience levels?
“If our body is calm, our emotions are calm. Do
all you can to de-stress. Take deep breaths and
focus on a positive memory.”
“Observe and review your self talk. If it is not
helping, adjust it.”
“Schedule time to relax. Allocate time at least
once a week to do something leisurely.”

It’s clear that the stresses involved in

Self care is vital and a great way to identify

being a founder can mount up and affect

and reduce stress. It’s also important to

mood. The typical day for a founder

schedule in some time to relax and focus

involves constant decision-making, which

on yourself.

takes its toll. Managing this stress is a
priority.
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70% of respondents reported that maintaining close relationships had been
difﬁcult and frustrating for them.
Over the last 3 months, maintaining close relationships has been
difﬁcult and frustrating for me (All Participants)
35%

29%

30%

“I ﬁnd it hard to talk about what I do. Some
people would ﬁnd it crazy.”

25%

25%
20%

30%

The founder story behind the
numbers…

17%

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What are a few simple things that people
can do to maintain the health of their
relationships?

15%
10%
5%
0%
Very Much

Considerable
Extent

Some Extent

Not At All

“Focus on the positive qualities of your
relationships. Write these lists down and give
the lists as gifts.”
“Prioritise your personal relationships and make
time for them.”

CEOs beneﬁt from developing and

This is a serious issue. It’s absolutely vital

maintaining close relationships. But many
ﬁnd this difﬁcult.

for founders to make time for

“Practice ‘check-ins’ with your loved ones before
you go to work and before you go to sleep. It
could be as simple as sending an SMS.’”

relationships and nurture them. Being
proactive and ﬁnding sources of support
and help in this area can only bring
beneﬁts in the long run.
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Essential tips to make sure your relationship continues to grow

•

When a problem occurs, talk about it. Focus on the problem
and not your partner. This does two things: it gets the problem
solved quicker and it reduces stress.

•

Always make a dedicated daily time for your partner. Even if it
is just 20 minutes, it’s valuable. Stick a note on the fridge that
tells them when you will ‘meet’, or simply share your
calendars. Turn off the phones and talk. Why? because if you
don't communicate, you will start to drift apart.

•

Say goodbye to false conclusions. Never expect the worst, or
be quick to judge when there is a problem or issue. Doing this
causes massive damage to a relationship. Hear your partner
out. Get the facts.

•

Show your appreciation. If a partner doesn’t feel appreciated,
they don't feel valued. That damages the relationship. Prepare
a romantic dinner, or give them chocolates. Write them a
letter telling them how much you love them. Or even just do
one of their daily, mundane chores.
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The top stressors were: Challenging Business Environment (62%), Company Cash
Flow Issues (48%), Team Dynamics (35%), and Long Working Hours (34%).
The founder story behind the
numbers…

Stressors
70%

“You worry about the negative impact on family
ﬁnances and their wellbeing.”

62%

60%

“Constantly worried about paying my bills and
my student loan.”

48%

50%

35%

40%

34%

30%

28%

27%

26%

25%

“The pandemic has created a challenging
business environment.”

20%
10%
0%

Challenging
business
environment

Company
cash flow
issues

Team
dynamics

Long
working
hours

Physical
health

Relationship Relationship
with family
with
Co-founders

Overwhelming
growth

Other stressors include: Self doubt, product development, problems with business ideas,
teammates’ growth and development, fundraising, investors, dealing with a new-born,
culture, and slow customer payments

Nearly half our respondents were

Stress can quickly take over your life and

concerned about cash flow, and the worry

cause some real damage. Practicing

this area can bring. The overall business

mindfulness and meditation can ‘reboot’

environment (including post-Covid issues)

your mind and rid it of the clutter that can

was the top stressor.

build up due to stress.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
How can people use meditation /
mindfulness and other techniques to
better manage these stressors and
reduce stress levels?
“Research has proven that meditation and
mindfulness help to build the grey matter in the
brain. This in turn has a positive impact on
the central nervous system, and our emotions.”
“Mindfulness helps clear the clutter in the mind.
Practice letting go and literally reboot your mind.”
“Carve out some personal time for self care,
anything that can bring you some rest and some
peace. ”
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The top coping strategies startup founders currently use are: Exercise (54%),
Mindfulness (40%), Peer Support (36%), and Family Support (32%).
The founder story behind the
numbers…

Current Coping Strategies
60%

“Exercise is important. I run 2-3 times a week.”

54%

“I track my sleep and devote more time to self
care.”

50%
40%

40%
36%

“I use engaging in social activities as a coping
strategy, and peer support is part of that.”

32%

30%

23%

20%

20%

17%

13%
8%

10%

4%

5%

0%
Exercise Mindfulness Peer
Family
support support

Drinking

Religion Journaling Speaking Smoking Counselling None
with a
friend

Other coping strategies reported include: Eating food, meditation, activities with friends,
photography, support groups, music, reading, YouTube.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
how are these techniques most
effectively used? What else can they do
that is more effective?
“These coping strategies are only truly useful if
people resolve to devote time to them.”
“Keep an open mind and you’ll soon ﬁnd multiple
ways to cope.”
“We can also look at personal development,
growth mindset and living our values.”

Exercise has been proven to reduce stress,

It's important to remember that as long as

and it’s a clear winner here when it

we keep an open mind, we can try

comes to founder coping strategies. Our
ﬁndings also speak to communication,

healthier coping strategies. Other key

with family and peer support proving to be

growth mindset and remembering our

incredibly important.

personal values.

techniques, for example, include having a
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Stress resilience with a growth mindset
Stress resilience: The ability to recover quickly and easily from stress, upsets and setbacks
Positive stress mindset:

Stress is enhancing

Perception that the stress response is
your body’s way of mobilizing energy
to rise to the challenge

It is a challenge to be engaged with

Ask: What can I learn from this
situation to better develop my skills?

Choose your mindset!
Growth Mindset

Fixed mindset

• Qualities can be cultivated

• Skills, intelligence and talents are natural

• Ability is built and we can increase our capacity
to learn and grow our skills

• Our abilities and intelligence cannot be changed

• Effort is an important part of the process of
getting better

• Embrace challenges
• Mistakes are learning opportunities and ways to
improve

• Putting in effort is seen as negative and something you
do when you’re not good enough

• Avoid challenges
• Avoid making mistakes and feel discouraged
• Ignore or get defensive about criticism and feedback

• Feedback is appreciated, learn from it and
use feedback constructively
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The top concerns for startup founders about using mental health resources for
themselves were: Affordability (57%) and Convenience (56%).
The founder story behind the
numbers…

Personal concerns with using mental health resources
(All Participants)
60%

57%

“Sometimes there is still a stigma attached to
mental health and that has an impact.”

56%

50%

41%

40%

40%

“Convenience is a factor. I sometimes feel I don't
have the time to sit and talk.”
38%

30%
20%
10%
0%
Affordability

Convenience

Record of
effectiveness

Conﬁdentiality

Ease of use

The other concerns were not seeing the need, quality of counselling in Singapore, and
being able to establish trust in the efﬁcacy of the resources.

“I often feel there are ‘free’ options that are
easier to explore, before any paid options.”

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
Are these perceptions realistic? From
your experience, what is the real cost
versus beneﬁt to the patient?
“Convenience is a factor. It is always a valuable
option to work with therapists outside normal
work hours.”
“Counselling is as important as going to the gym
or the spa. So online convenience makes sense.”

Nearly 60% of founders reported that

CEOs are very busy. Finding therapy

affordability was a major concern. Being
able to ﬁt therapy into a founder lifestyle

solutions that allowed them to access
support out of ofﬁce hours would be one

would also help.

way to make things better.

“While cost is a factor, some conditions can be
managed in a few sessions of counselling, rather
than a prolonged experience. This has a direct
impact on affordability.”
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79% of startup founders assess their team’s mental health through informal
conversations, followed by manager-employee chats (40%).
Methods of assessing staff mental health (All Participants)
80%

“I mentor and arrange to have informal chats
with interns so that I can address issues
Straightaway.”

75%

70%
60%
50%

“Discussion allows sharing of problems.
Informal discussions are less pressured.”

40%

40%
30%

14 %

20%

10%

10%
0%

Informal
conversations

The founder story behind the
numbers…

Manageremployee
chats

Not something
we look for

HR surveys

14% of startup founders reported not looking out for their team’s mental health in particular.

Leadership teams in start-ups are

Empathy and honest communications go a

navigating employee mental health

long way to helping people heal.

without any formal guidance or advice.

Connecting and engaging with employees

This is legally quite risky if they veer into

is also a vital component to building a

offering unqualified-advice to employees

cohesive company culture.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What is your professional opinion of this
approach? What alternative techniques
do you recommend?
“Just telling someone about how you feel can
help.”
“When someone listens attentively, it is actually
part of the healing process. That’s why
conversations are useful.”
“Having relaxed conversations sometimes brings
the opportunity to relax and laugh, which
develops serotonin.”

that results in harm to the employee.
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78% of respondents gave a high score (8 and above) of the importance of their team’s
mental health yet 88% of startups did not have an appointed mental health advocate.
On a scale of 1 to 10, how important is looking after Does your
startup have a
your staff's mental health to you?
mental health
35%
32%
advocate?
30%

27%

25%

12%
13%

15%

88%

10%

0%

“I literally had to spend a few hours talking to my
employee to address the issues that she had
faced with my business partner. I hope to reduce
their anxiety working with us.”

19%

20%

5%

The founder story behind the
numbers…

5%
1%

0%

0%

1%

2%

1

2

3

4

5

No

6

7

8

9

Yes

10

Whilst startups place a high importance

With so much insecurity in the workplace,

on the mental health of their employees,

employers can have a positive impact by

they take no action to proactively manage

providing support, guidance and assurance to

and resolve any issues. In addition to

their employees to counteract the public health

mental health training, leadership teams

emergency and negative news cycle.

clearly need support in this area.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What recommendations do you have for
startup founders to make the ﬁrst steps
and invest in their team's mental
health?
“CEOs could offer a subsidy for therapy to help
employees deal with any mental health challenges
they may face. From my experience, most
employees with mild to moderate challenges will
be able to settle their issues within the ﬁrst
session.”
“CEOs should place a heavy emphasis that they
care about their employee’s wellbeing (and this
extends to mental health). This helps foster
loyalty and improves employee motivation at
work. This also helps drive the bottom line as
employees are comfortable and motivated to put
in their best efforts into their jobs.”
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How does the
mental health of

male & female
startup founders
differ?

Male founders were twice as likely to strongly agree that running a startup had
taken a toll on their mental health.
Over the last 3 months, running a startup has
taken a toll on my mental health

Female

Male

“This is perhaps due to the pressure male
founders put on themselves to succeed.”

46% 45%

45%

42%

40%

“We (male founders) do tend to put on a strong
front.”

35%

35%

“I have been sleeping more and waking up later
due to this kind of stress, which drains my
productivity.”

30%
25%
20%

16%

15%
10%

The founder story behind the
numbers…

8%

5%

5%

3%

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
what is the cause of this differential and
what can men speciﬁcally do that they
don't do to look after themselves better?
“For serious issues related to this, I would
recommend speaking to a counsellor.”

Stigma around mental wellness may still

Male founders reported that they felt they

be a factor for men. Seeking professional

put more pressure on themselves, with

support is a part of breaking through these

perhaps a lack of communication and

barriers.

unwillingness to be open being the

“Men are not always great at seeking support
when it is needed.”
“The ‘mental illness equals weakness’ myth is
more common in men.”

reasons why.
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Females were more likely to report company cash flow issues and physical health
as stressors, while males were more likely to cite relationship with co-founders and
team dynamics.
Stressors
70%
60%

66%
59%

Female

Male

“Physical health is affected because we tend to
stay up late and get up early due to stress. ”

58%

50%
40%

40%

38%
31%

30%

32%

35%

35%
24%

28% 26%

31%
18%

20%

26% 24 %

10%
0%

Challenging Company
business
cash flow
environment issues

The founder story behind the
numbers…

Team
dynamics

Long
working
hours

Physical
health

Relationship
with
family

Relationship
with
co-founders

Overwhelming
growth of
business

Both genders reported the challenging business environment as their top stressor.

“Sometimes I feel guilty for taking too much rest,
so I don't rest and that affects my physical
health.”

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
In your opinion, what is the cause of this
differential between men and women?
“Sometimes women are more relationship-driven
than men, and more effective at communication
in the workplace.”
“Women and men are biologically different, which
can lead to more tangible physical stress issues
for women.”

The innate physical differences between

Alongside the challenging business

men and women and the generally more

environment, there is a huge amount of

intuitive approach women can bring to

stress around cash flow concerns.

relationships is clear. Managing stress

Nearly 60% of women founders are

and better communication are areas to

unable to clear their minds of stress

work on for founders.

around cash flow.
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Male founders were almost twice as likely to conﬁde in no one.
Confidant
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
21%
20%
11%
10%
0%
No one

Female

Male

The founder story behind the
numbers…
“I psych myself up when I run. That’s how I deal
with things.”

68%
58%
52%
4 0%

35%

28%

27%

20%
5%

15% 14 %

11% 8%
3% 3%

2%
Co-founder

Trusted
investor

Mentor

Friend

Spouse/
Partner

Family
member

Counsellor

Peer
support
group

Female founders were signiﬁcantly more likely to conﬁde in a friend as compared to male
founders.

Talking is one of the easiest therapeutic

Male founders place themselves at a

solutions to relieving stress and

distinct disadvantage as compared to their

emotionally processing problems. By

female counterparts by not communicating

sharing their ongoing challenges, female

their concerns and decompressing with a
close conﬁdante. The global surge in male

founders are able to reconnect with the
world and ground themselves.

We asked Safe Space™ therapist: What
are the consequences to not having a
conﬁdante or someone you ask advice
from?
“Conﬁding in someone helps reduce anxiety and
facilitate the process of problem solving &
healing. Find someone who is a close relative or
friend, a good listener, empathic, wise and
supportive. If it’s a serious issue, you may wish
to seek professional counselling help.”
“Isolated founders may become ensconced in a
narrow point of view and may end up pitying
themselves, which can become problematic.
Third party perspectives can really help.”

suicide rates is a sad symptom of the male
tendency to not conﬁde in others.
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Female founders were signiﬁcantly more likely to rely on peer support and family
support as opposed to male founders.
Current Coping Strategies
60%
50%
40%
30%

52%

56%

Female

The founder story behind the
numbers…

Male

“I watch YouTube or read books to understand how
to solve my problems based on the experiences of
others who have gone through the same journey as
me.”

51%
45%
40%

36%
26%

27%

23%

24 %

20%

23%

19%

23%
13%

10%

17%
10% 11%

6%

5% 4 % 3%

6%

0%
Exercise Mindfulness Peer
support

Family
support

Drinking

Religion Journalling Speaking Smoking Counselling None
with a
mentor

Male founders were slightly more likely than female founders to rely on exercise, drinking,
or no current coping strategies.

Support networks are a key tool in the

By having a supportive peer network,

female founder’s operating framework. By

female founders are able to draw from

leaning on family and peers, female

the experience of others, process their

founders are able to gain emotional

stress and make important decisions

support and advice from a wide range of

based on the broader experience available

perspectives to strengthen their startup.

from the support network.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
Professionally, what's your opinion of
these coping strategies?
“Peer & family support is beneﬁcial for maintaining
mental health. It provides a listening ear and empathy
to the distressed. someone to hear you and provide
guidance to you, to see things from a different
perspective.”
“I think those strategies are great to have - no man
is an island! People are social beings and it's
isolation that will cause issues for mental health.
These techniques can be used by consciously
spending time with loved ones to get the support
they need.”
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How has COVID-19
impacted the

mental health
of startup
founders?

100% of startups that were >10 years old reported being negatively
impacted by COVID.
How has your startup been impacted
by COVID?
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

<1 year

5-10 years

1-3 years

> 10 years

3-5 years

The founder story behind the
numbers…
“I found it hard to travel anywhere, even for just
a little self-care.”

67%

45%
32%

27% 33%

33%

31%

25%
8% 6%

12% 13%

33%

29%
24%

9% 12%
0%

0%
Extremely Positively

25%
24%

Slightly Positively

4%

0% 0%
No Impact

Slightly Negatively

9%

Extremely Negatively

64% of startups that were <1 year old reported no impact or a positive impact from COVID.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What advice do you have for a startup
founder to improve their grit and become
'bulletproof' in the face of adversity?
“When a real disaster happens, it sometimes helps
to serve others. This takes the burden of worry off
you.”
“It often helps to understand the nature of adversity,
and how it can build our own character in positive
ways if we persevere through it.”

“Socialize as much as you can. Sleep well, and focus
on diet. Self care is huge in a time of disaster.”
There are a number of ways to combat this

COVID has left its mark with younger startups.

unique stressor. More communication and

Business has changed dramatically, and this is

better self care help relieve the burdens

reflected in the experience founders have.

that COVID has brought to newer
founders.
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Activating a change in mindset
4 step process:
01

02

Learn to hear your
ﬁxed mindset “voice”

Recognize you
have a choice

Those people with positive

03

Talk back to it with a
growth mindset voice

04

Take the growth
mindset action

And while we’re thinking about thinking…

mindsets? They’re doing this…
They’re enjoying humour. Korea Med Synapse carried out
plenty of research that showed how laughter produces
serotonin. That means that laughter acts like an
antidepressant. So watch a funny movie, or just read a joke
or two.
They only focus on the good things around them. This
naturally brings more positive thoughts into the brain. A
good tip is to try and focus on ﬁve positive things for every
negative one.
They’re constantly using positive self talk. It’s like a running
commentary in their head, and it’s all good. How do you do it?
Simply replace phrases like ‘I really messed that up’, with ‘ I’ll
try to do that again in a different way’.

Did you know you can literally think yourself into a self
sabotage spiral? It’s true, and it happens very quickly. Avoid
it by spotting the signs:
• Feeling stressed
• Feeling panicky
• A low mood will take over and you will feel overwhelmed
There is an easy way to stop this. Do something completely
different quickly. If you’re spiralling, start singing a song. Go
for a fast-paced walk. Give someone a hug. Whatever you do,
disrupt the spiral.
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Majority of the startups that were negatively impacted by COVID had solo founders,
whereas majority of the startups that were positively impacted had co-founders.
Conﬁdant

Solo Founder

45%
35%

31%

31%

30%
25%

17%

20%
15%

5%
0%

6%

17%

“If I was a solo founder, I would go crazy with having
to deal with multiple stressors.”
20%

15%

14%

9%

Extremely
Positively

Slightly
Positively

The founder story behind the
numbers…
“The mutual support of a co-founder would
automatically be beneﬁcial.”

40%

40%

10%

Multiple Co-founders

No Impact

Slightly
Negatively

Extremely
Negatively

This indicates that multiple founder startups fared better from COVID as compared
to solo founder startups.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What advice can you offer to solo
founders to build their resilience and
look after their mental wellness?
“Create spaces for teamwork. Employ active
listening and encourage suggestions from team
members and customers. Strength in numbers.”

“Network if you can and especially if you are a solo
Founder. Sharing and communication is vital for
mental health.”
The power of networking should now be

With solo founders, 20% found that

underestimated, with the simple sharing of
thoughts and ideas a deﬁnite move

COVID affected their business extremely

forward for solo founders who are

reporting more positive impacts overall.

negatively, with co-founder structures

“There are professionals who can help. Counselling
is a potential source of help, even if it just means
being listened to.”

struggling. For serious problems,
counselling is a logical step.
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What impact does
the number of

co-founders
have on mental
health?

78.4% of the start-ups surveyed have multiple founding members.
Number of founders

Solo Founder

Multiple Co-founders

22%

We asked our Safe Space™
therapists: What emotional and
mental health beneﬁts are there to
founders starting up a business
on their own?
1. Independence & being your own boss
2. Greater sense of ownership
3. Learning opportunities
4. Personal satisfaction-you can choose the ﬁeld
that you are passionate in

78%

Majority of the start-ups have 1-3 founding members and 1-5 employees.

For those male founders that are single
founders, a tendency to not confide is of
particular concern and may result in an
isolated and distressed emotional state.
For those with multiple founders,
cultivating a team dynamic of open
communication and trust is vital to the
wellbeing of all stakeholders.

“Less conflict potential - one is able to lead
without much argument over the direction the
ﬁrm is heading.”

Operating as the sole founder provides
complete freedom and the ability for
founders to steer their own path but it is
emotionally burdensome when things
are not going as planned.
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The most common feeling over the last 3 months was anger for both solo and
multiple founder startups.
How often have you felt angry over the
last 3 months?

Solo Founder

Multiple Co-founders

“I’ve often felt angry due to not having enough
money to make progress with our business.”

74 %

80%

69%

70%

“There are things to do on multiple fronts, and when
we can’t get them done on time, I get angry.”

60%

“Perhaps we are angry about ourselves sometimes,
due to pressures we place on ourselves.”

50%

40%
30%
20%

The founder story behind the
numbers…

14 %

13%

9%

10%

15%
3%

4%

0%
Never

Occasionally

Often

All the time

Multiple-founder startups reported feeling angry more often (15%) and all the time (4%)
than single founders.

Nearly three-quarters of solo founders

Finding a quick and effective way to feel calm is

have experienced anger occasionally,

paramount. Accepting these quite natural

while multiple founder teams are more

emotions is part of moving forward.

likely to feel angry all the time. Again,
self-applied pressure can be a factor.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
Given that anger is a secondary emotion
(masking fear and sadness), what
techniques can you recommend to
people that will help them have a
higher level of self awareness with
their emotions?
“It’s important to stop anger before it becomes a
deeper issue. As soon as you feel angry, focus on
being calm.”

“Find a physical space where you can calm down
before you take any action. Write down your feelings
to understand them better.”
“It’s important to recognise and name your true
emotions (primary feelings).”
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Developing hardiness to manage stress
Not too long a time ago, resilience was known by another term – hardiness.
It is that aspect of being mentally, emotionally, and physically tough. A hardy person will not be overcome by adversity.
Such a person does not back down in the face of a challenge.

Even in the face of a setback, a hardy person will bounce back much faster than others. People vary in their ability to
undergo difﬁculty.
This ability is called hardiness. A hardy person will be able to endure strain better than someone who is more mentally,
emotionally, and physically more fragile.

3 key elements to developing hardiness:
1.

Control: The degree in which one feels a sense of control
over things.

2. Commitment: The extent to which one involves oneself

fully when engaging in activities.

3. Challenge: The extent to which one views difﬁculties
as opportunities for growth.

4 coping strategies to
overcome adversity
Being able to cope well with
adversity allows you to endure and
bounce back from the adversity.
1. Take steps to solve the problem
2. Learning to control your response
to a situation
3. Grow from the experience
4. Being able to move on from the
episode
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While solo founders encountered fewer issues with stressors like team dynamics
and relationship with co-founders, more of them were stressed from issues like
long working hours and relationships with family.
Stressors
70%
60%

Solo Founder

60% 62%
54 %

50%

37%

40%
32%

29%

30%

29% 28%

31%

30%
25%

20%
10%

29%
24%

11%

Challenging
business
environment

Company
cash flow
issues

The founder story behind the
numbers…
“There are certainly some stressors related to
co-founder dynamics.”

46%

40%

0%

Multiple Co-founders

Team
dynamics

Long
working
hours

Physical
health

Relationship
with family

Relationship
with
co-founders

Overwhelming
growth of
business

The challenging business environment and company cash flow issues were the top 2
common stressors.

Solo founders seem to work longer hours,

Communication is indeed the answer,

due to the unique challenges attached to

and is relevant to both solo and

running a startup on your own. But

co-founder setups. Perhaps the biggest

co-founders face their own challenges too.

issue here for solo founders is not

Some hope comes with the possibility of

having enough time to get all of the

sharing and communicating with each other.

urgent tasks completed.

“It is often a good idea to thrash problems out with
your co-founders. It helps clear the air.”
“Solo founders may ﬁnd that problems ‘brew’ and
worsen because they can’t share them.”

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What are the best techniques you can
recommend to solo founders in order to
establish a better work / life balance?
“It is challenging to gain work/life balance when
pursuing a passion. But communicate with friends
and family if you are solo.”
“Solo founders need to have routine. Arrive to work
early but leave at the exact same time every day.
Control your working hours.”
“Invest in your time management skills. Carving out
time for rest and relaxation can have a huge impact
on stress.”
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Co-founders were more likely to rely on exercise and drinking, whereas solo
founders were more likely to rely on smoking and religion.
Current Coping Strategies

50% 46%
34%

35%

29%

33%

“Exercise makes a huge difference to stress
management.”

29%
25%
17%

20%

18% 17% 17%

10%

14% 13% 14%
6%

Exercise Mindfulness Peer
support

The founder story behind the
numbers…
“I ﬁnd that running is a great form of exercise for
stress relief.”
“I did ﬁnd myself relying on sweet drinks on a daily
basis.”

41% 40%

30%

0%

Multiple Co-founders

57%

60%

40%

Solo Founder

Family
support

Drinking

Religion

9%
3%

3% 6%

Journaling Speaking Smoking Counselling None
with a
mentor

Counselling is the least used coping strategy. 11% more multiple founders used exercise
to cope as compared to single founders. Interestingly, more (5%) single founders used
peer support as a coping strategy. Also, 11% more single founders turned to their religion
as a coping strategy as compared to multiple founders.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapist:
What do you recommend to founders as
more appropriate coping strategies?
“There is no one answer here. Whichever coping
strategy a founder chooses, it has to be helpful to
them in the long run.”

“Solo founders operate alone, so their coping
strategies may well move into less social activities
like smoking rather than going out for a drink.”
The clear winner among coping strategies

The overriding view here is that coping

is exercise, with both multiple and solo
founders ﬁnding it the best way to relieve

strategies are great as long as they
provide long-term beneﬁts. Counselling

stress. Interestingly, nearly 10% of solo

and exercise are ultimately preferable to

founders made use of counselling,

smoking and drinking.

“Drinking and smoking should never be long-term
strategies because they can lead to health and
ﬁnancial difﬁculties.”

compared to just 3% of co-founder teams.

www.safespace.sg | 34

Interview
Analysis

During the interviews, startup founders mentioned 4 common themes of difﬁculties
experienced during the entrepreneurial journey.
Difﬁculties experienced during
startup journey

Uncertainty

Managing relationships

Working alone

Slow progress

14%

The founder story behind the
numbers…
“Managing relationships is difﬁcult. Managing
business is easier, but the critical personal
relationships are deﬁnitely challenging.”

“Working alone is often part of the job. We tend to
not share problems with anyone else.”
“Uncertainty of ﬁnances and future while not being
able to share feelings with others is an issue.”

43%
18%

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
How do these causes of stress affect
people emotionally?

25%

The most commonly cited challenge was around uncertainty (42.9%)

“The amount of time needed to make a startup
work can lead to relationship issues, which can
snowball.”
“Slow progress can be responsible for self doubt.”

It seems that 1 in 4 founders ﬁnd that

Coping mechanisms need to be cultivated,

relationships suffer during the

especially around maintaining strong

entrepreneurial journey. This has a direct

supportive relationships, where problems

impact upon stress levels and, ultimately,

can balloon out of control if left

mental wellness.

untreated.

“Experiencing problems in these areas could lead
to bigger issues such as depression. Watch out for
the signs and focus on coping mechanisms.”
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23% of founders interviewed reported sleep problems as a result of stress.
The founder story behind the
numbers…

Stressors reported by founders in interviews

“Stress leads to less sleep, and vice-versa.”
45%
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

“This happened to me. I just had to grit my teeth and
get through it.”

42%
31%

31%
23%

“Poor sleep has meant sleeping in late and therefore
less productivity.”

23%
19%

15%

12%

12%
8%

Juggling
External
pressures many
things

Money Constant
issues hustle

Social
support
cannot
relate

8%

8%

Securing SelfLack of
Fear of Comparing Rejection Physical
expertise clients / expectation failure self with
health
deals
others
issues

The top stressors mentioned in the interviews included external pressures, juggling many
things, and money issues.

A long list of potential stressors (with

Sleep can be tackled on a practical level, by

‘juggling many things’ being a clear

avoiding certain chemicals and routines before

concern) brings problems with sleep.

bed. More developed therapy techniques such as

Nearly a quarter of founders struggle with

mindfulness can add huge value and restore

establishing healthy sleep patterns.

healing sleep patterns.

We asked our Safe Space™ therapists:
What advice can you offer to people
suffering from stress to have a better
night's sleep?
“Avoid chemicals that affect sleep, including nicotine
and alcohol.”
“Practice mindfulness and take power naps to
combat this.”
“Focus on time after work being relaxing. Try
listening to light music to relax and bear in mind you
can’t do anything about work stressors until the next
day anyway.”
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How to sleep like a baby...
Stick to your bedtimes. Maintain a consistent bedtime. Your body
works on a circadian rhythm, which actually regulates organ
function. Keep bedtimes consistent and your rhythm will be
consistent too.
Be careful what you eat. Avoid simple carbs like white bread,
white rice and pasta. These restrict serotonin, which is known to
help with sleeping.

You need melatonin (a sleep-inducing hormone) so eat
these fruits: raspberries, pineapples, bananas and
oranges.
Stay cool at bedtime. Studies show that the optimum
temperature is 60 degrees fahrenheit to 67 degrees fahrenheit.
Don’t exercise before bed - It simply wakes you up.

3 ways to eat and drink your way to a better night’s sleep:
1. Next time you fancy a late snack,

2. Got milk?! You may remember this

3. Chamomile tea. This has been an

try almonds. They are loaded with

from childhood. A small glass of warm

insomnia cure for centuries. It

melatonin. Melatonin helps with that

milk will really help you sleep better. It

contains apigenin, which activates

Circadian Rhythm, which means your

contains these ‘blockbuster’

GABA A receptors, a process which

body is regulated to sleep better. Eat a

sleep-boosting compounds:

helps sleep.

Handful.

tryptophan, calcium, vitamin D, and
melatonin. It’s low in calories too.

www.safespace.sg | 38

Meet the Safe Space™ therapists

Mozhdeh Mohajer

Michael Chua

Srividhya Sridhar

Joan Chia

Education:

Education:

Education:

Education:

MA. Counselling & Guidance (James

B.A. Counselling Psychology Certiﬁed

MA. Arts Counselling & Guidance

Masters of Counselling Specialist

Cook University)

Choice Theory Reality Therapy

(Nanyang University)

Diploma in Education Bachelor of

Certiﬁed Triple P Parenting Certiﬁed

Specialization:

Behavioural Consultant

Grief, Parenting, Stress, Eating

Business Administration

Specialization:
Parenting, Work From Home,

Specialization:

Disorder, Panic Attacks, Work From

Specialization:

Personality Disorder, LGBTQIA,

Personal Issues, Stress, Anxiety, Life

Home, Personal Issues, Relationship /

Parenting, Stress, Work From Home,

School, Anxiety, Anger Management,

Challenges, Depression, Relationship

Marital Issues, Addiction, Anger

Personal Issues, Relationship /

Life Challenges, Career / Work

/ Marital Issues, Grief.

Management, Life Challenges, School,

Marital Issues, Addiction, Anger

Performance, Depression,

Anxiety, Depression, LGBTQIA,

Management, Life Challenges, School,

Relationship / Marital Issues, Grief

COVID-19

Anxiety, LGBTQIA, COVID-19

Approach to Therapy:
Choice Theory and Reality Therapy,

Approach to Therapy:

Interpersonal Psychotherapy,
Narrative Therapy

Approach to Therapy:

Approach to Therapy:

Solution Focused, Cognitive

Cognitive Behaviour Therapy, Inner

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy,

Behavioural Therapy, Schema

Spirit Therapy, Narrative Therapy,

Choice Theory and Reality Therapy,

Therapy & Emotional Focused

Somatic Experiencing, Art Therapy

Motivational Interview

Therapy
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Conclusion
Many founders lack practical strategies for managing stress, and are perhaps unaware of how therapy is accessible
online where therapists are increasingly offering more flexible hours for sessions.

Taking charge of your mental wellness can have a huge positive impact on your personal relationships and your physical
health. Your ﬁnancial health can only beneﬁt if you’re more in control of your emotions and your close relationships.
Managing the daily stress and challenges that startup life can bring, and ﬁnding sources of support quickly can make all
the difference to the long-term growth of a business, and your own mental wellness.
We are calling on the founders of startups, their incubators, accelerators and investors to make a commitment. A
commitment to themselves and to their teams that they will strive to maintain positive mental health. To move beyond
stressed-out survival mode and into a happier and more productive emotional state.
The Startup Mental Wellness Pledge is a statement that your startup is committed to implementing a practical and
effective mental wellness policy. That's a pledge for happier, healthier teams. It's also a commitment to proactively
manage the emotional needs of yourself, the leadership team, and all of your employees.

If you haven’t already, take the pledge by signing up here:
https://www.safespace.com.sg/ace-safespace-startup-survey
If you need some immediate help, download The Ultimate Guide To Mental Resilience here: www.safespace.com.sg
This report was made possible because of the diligent work from our team of volunteers. A special thanks to
Victoria Phan, Ching Sheau Rong, Noraini Veragoo, Timothy Liau and Cynthia Liu.

Look after yourself,
The Safe Space™ team and ACE
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IN PARTNERSHIP WITH

Thank you
Safe Space™ & ACE

