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Summary of findings 
 

‘Employing people who may become unwell again does come with its challenges but with 

supportive employers and good relationships [it’s] manageable and worthwhile’. 

Background 

Unemployment for people who use mental health services is higher than any other disability group 

in New Zealand. Ninety per cent of people with experience of mental distress want work and 80 per 

cent of people who use mental health services are unemployed. Employment exclusion is the biggest 

barrier to social inclusion (Gordon & Peterson, 2015).  

The Employment Equality Project’s goal is to enhance the opportunities of people with experience of 

mental distress to gain employment. We aim to achieve this by offering training to employers and 

colleagues to address barriers, highlight facilitators, and provide tools to support a healthy and 

inclusive workplace. 

We developed two short, confidential online surveys (one for people with mental distress and one 

for employers) to improve our understanding of the barriers and opportunities to employment for 

people with experience of mental distress. We sent links to the surveys via work contacts, email, 

Facebook, Twitter and Linked In. 

There were 66 responses from employers: 

 79% lived in New Zealand 

 93% had employed people with experience of mental distress 

 50% were mental health service employers and the other 50% came from a broad range of 

sectors. 

 

‘Only that in one instance I only became aware that my employee had experience of mental 

distress when some of the issues he was experiencing at work began to exacerbate his 

symptoms. I wish I’d known earlier and we would have found a different way to work 

together.’ 

 

Key Findings 

The top four factors influencing employers to employ a job seeker with experience of mental 

distress were: 

 Belief that people who have recovered are stable and resilient workers (87%) 

 Belief in the value of employing a diverse workforce (82%) 

 Feeling comfortable about responding to someone experiencing mental distress (80%) 

 Confidence that the person would be accepted in the workplace (78%). 

The top four factors influencing employers against employing a job seeker with experience of mental 

distress were: 

 Concerns about the ability of the job seeker to handle work stress (49%) 
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 Concerns about absenteeism due to mental distress (36%) 

 Worries about how to respond to an employee experiencing mental distress (31%) 

 Concerns about the effects of treatments on job performance. 

 

Respondents were asked to comment on their positive experiences of employing people with 

experience of mental distress. Their responses clustered around the following themes: 

 The employees were very committed to the work 

 The employees had high levels of compassion and empathy 

 Honest discussion and open dialogue contributed to the positive experience. 

 

Respondents were asked to comment on their negative experiences of employing people with 

experience of mental distress. Their responses clustered around the following themes: 

 The employee’s lack of awareness that their distress was interfering with their work 

 The employee’s struggle to cope with the demands of work after being out of the workforce 

 Absenteeism without full communication from the employee. 

 

Respondents were asked to comment on what they had learnt from employing people with 

experience of mental distress. Their responses clustered around the following themes: 

 Employees need to have a reasonable level of wellbeing and self-awareness 

 Flexible and supportive workplaces are essential for everyone 

 Non-judgemental support and open communication is important. 

 

 ‘The challenges are no different than with someone who does not identify as having 

experienced mental distress. The issues have been regarding not doing the work well and 

with detail, a couple of people relapsed, but a diabetic could have a difficult time too. We 

try to support and make mental health care just the same as any other health challenge. 

It has been my observation that people who have mental distress do not miss more days 

or have more difficulties than those team members who do not have a diagnosis.’ 
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Full results 
 

Note: The following quantitative results have been segmented into respondents working in the 

mental health sector (mental health) and respondents working in other sectors (non-mental health).  

1. How much would the following factors influence you to employ a job 

seeker with experience of mental distress? (Big to moderate influence) 

 Total Mental health  Non-mental 
health  

Belief that people who have recovered are 
stable and resilient workers 

87% 90% 85% 

Belief in the value of employing a diverse 
workforce 

82% 90% 73% 

Feeling comfortable about responding to 
someone experiencing mental distress 

80% 73% 88% 

Confidence that the person would be accepted 
in the workplace 

78% 73% 85% 

Access to mental health support from an 
external agency for the employee 

56% 55% 57% 

Access to advice from a mental health expert 
for employers 

56% 62% 50% 

Presence of anti-discrimination law 47% 55% 38% 
 

Financial support from the government to 
employ the person 

29% 45% 12% 

Comparative analysis: mental health and non-mental health employers 

Mental health employers were more motivated (by over 10%) to employ—because of anti-

discrimination law (+17%); financial support from the government (+33%); and belief in the value of 

employing a diverse workforce (+17%)—than non-mental health employers. 

Non-mental health employers were more motivated (by over 10%) to employ—because of feeling 

comfortable about responding to someone experiencing mental distress (+15%) and confidence the 

person would be accepted in the workplace (+12%)—than non-mental health employers. 

There was a small difference (<15%) between the two groups when it came to access to mental 

health support from an external agency for the employee, access to advice from a mental health 

expert for the employer and belief that people who have recovered are stable and resilient workers. 
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Comments 

Disclosure and open communication 

‘In smaller organisations, if someone goes through a period where they aren’t well then the 

impact on the agency, service provided and others can be very significant. Having ways to 

manage this as well as to encourage people to seek support/watch well-being before this 

happens becomes vital. If they minimise what may be going on for them (perhaps due to 

discrimination amongst other things) it makes it hard to support them and minimise impact 

on them, others and service delivery.’ 

‘Full disclosure of their illness and [its] characteristics for that person.’ 

‘How much they are willing to engage with me around shared responsibility regarding their 

wellbeing’. 

‘Ability of person with mental illness to disclose that and to be happy to have an honest 

discussion if the employer thought the person was becoming unwell’. 

‘Being open with a trusted manager [particularly] if someone has good insight and can share 

possible triggers or symptoms they display so that it can be picked up on quickly and support 

given before it reaches crisis point.’ 

 

The employee’s skills and attributes 

‘I would employ anyone so long as they had the right skills and attitude for the role. I’m not 

concerned if they have mental illness, so long as they were competent.’ 

‘Their skills attributes and work experience of the person (i.e., the same factors that would 

influence me to employ anyone)’. 

‘The person’s attitude to their health and wellbeing’. 

‘Their suitability for the role and abilities regardless of the label they carry’. 

‘That they were the right person for the role and match the values of our workplace.’ 

Workplace culture 

‘Organisational culture that allows flexible hours and work settings’. 

‘The service itself. The whole service/structure from top to bottom must be welcoming and 

non-discriminatory towards them. Just because I’m okay with it is no guarantee that 

everyone else in the Management/Worker strata are necessarily so.’ 
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2. How much would the following factors influence you to decide against 

employing a job seeker who discloses their experience of mental distress? 

(Big to moderate difference). 

 Total Mental 

health 

Non-mental 

health 

Concerns about the ability of the job seeker to 
handle work stress 

49% 31% 69% 

Concerns about absenteeism due to mental 
distress 

36% 21% 54% 

Worries about how to respond to an employee 
experiencing mental distress 

31% 17% 46% 

Concerns about the effect of treatments on job 
performance 

30% 21% 42% 

Concerns about how the person would fit in with 
our other employees and clients 

27% 17% 39% 

Concerns about the safety of our other employees 
and clients 

13% 3% 23% 

 

Comparative analysis: mental health and non-mental health employers 

Non-mental health employers scored between 20% and 38% higher on all factors against employing 
a job seeker who discloses. This indicates there is more uncertainty in this group about employing 
people with experience of mental distress. 
 

Comments 

 
Disclosure and open communication 

‘If there were [sic] full disclosure most of the above could be managed.’ 

‘When it comes to things like workload and stress, well those factors impact regardless of 

any mental distress or not, so … [it’s] more about making sure I have those conversations 

with them to find out how I/we can better assist them with whatever needs they may have.’ 

 

The employee’s skills and attributes 

 ‘Their degree of insight and openness regarding their wellbeing, management of stress and 

recognition of when things aren’t going well.’ 

‘The place of recovery journey which they are at i.e., if they are really unwell, then less likely 

to as this is a high stress job. If they think that their way of recovering is the only way of 

recovering and don’t appreciate that other people have other forms of recovery, then I would 

consider them prejudiced.’ 
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‘Concerns about self-awareness and ability to understand what they need and ask for help or 

support as necessary. Also the skills, attributes and work experience of the person (i.e., the 

same factors that would influence me against employing anyone)’. 

‘How well they interview, how much training they have had, are they prepared to work, will 

they be on time … things that would concern me about any employee.’ 

 

Impact on workplace and others 

‘If they were having a lot of time off work and asking for paid leave constantly or impact on 

other staff to carry the load while they were off sick’. 

‘In [terms] of fitting in with others—I would say that about any potential employee; that 

would not be a concern that was specific to or related to their experience of mental distress.’ 

‘Concerns about job stress and absenteeism would be on behalf of the employee rather than 

productivity issues. It is of paramount importance that the pressure of high quality service 

delivery is balanced by care for the ongoing wellbeing of our staff’. 

Training 

 ‘A lot of this could [be] allayed by training for staff and employers around what mental 

distress is and how they can work best with someone who suffers from mental distress’. 

 

3. Do you want to comment on any positive experiences of employing people 

with experience of mental distress? 

The employee’s attributes and skills 

 ‘The passion and commitment to the work they do and depth of compassion and 

understanding for others’. 

‘More wisdom, more caring, understand when you are having a hard time, patient … more 

forgiving if you do something out of character’. 

‘Empathy and understanding … and compassion’. 

‘Empathy and ability to listen to others’ perspectives’. 

‘Fantastic contributions to colleagues re building resilience, awareness of justice issues, 

[organisational] cultural awareness. Empathy.’ 

‘… they can reach someone everyone else saw as hopeless, and support that person to turn 

their life around.’ 

 

Support in the workplace 

‘The reality is a large number of people within a workplace would have experience of mental 

distress but many will [choose] not to talk about it due to fear of possible discrimination. 
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When we are open about it, it encourages others to look to their wellbeing and has the 

potential to create a healthier workplace overall.’ 

‘Had a number of very positive experiences and in most cases there has been agreement to 

open dialogue to support the employee’. 

‘Had a fabulous experience with an employee who had an honest discussion up front and 

nominated a support person I could ring if I thought they were unwell’. 

‘One employee was struggling with depression and anxiety so we allowed reduced duties and 

supported the individual by having regular meetings and access to an employee assistance 

programme. This was a good employee who worked to a high standard when well, so by 

supporting them through a difficult time enabled them to come through and back to normal 

duties.’ 

‘Generally I have found mental illness or distress does not place much more of a burden on 

the workplace than other kinds of illnesses. I do sometimes find it harder as an employer to 

find the right way to engage, as different people want different levels of privacy and have 

different reactions to receiving support or discussing their needs.’ 

‘Without the need to hide the ups and downs of their mental health, staff are open, honest 

and transparent. They are supportive of each other and of all people in distress. They are 

committed to their work, and display initiative and energy to ensure services are of high 

quality and relevance.’ 

 

4. Do you want to comment on any negative experiences from employing 

people with experience of mental distress? 

Lack of awareness 

‘Sometimes a staff member is [experiencing] “distress” they take time off work immediately 

without any time to plan for it.’ 

‘When someone is going through a period of being unwell but maintaining they are ok to 

work or ready to return to work but they actually aren’t, the negative impact can be 

significant. The individual themselves can [lose] confidence, they can lose respect and trust of 

colleagues who have to cover their work for them or pick up the pieces when things go 

wrong, management hours needed to monitor and support can be significant and service 

delivery can become compromised. Unfortunately return to work is not simple and often 

does involve a staggered approach and trial and error. Expert advice around how best to do 

this is difficult to come by.’ 

‘Self-stigma is a major issue as is the fact that some people, either new or returning to the 

workforce, sometimes struggle to adjust to the normal demands made on employees. 

Sometimes there are people who lived experience has come from an addictions background, 

which has made some behaviours really questionable—ethical decision making, 

professionalism and boundaries being key areas where people struggle and fall over. 
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Sometimes purely because of their lack of experience of what an employment relationship 

looks like where such behaviours are not acceptable.’ 

‘One member of staff was in denial about his mental health, and although we had an OT 

[occupational therapy] assessment that came back fit for work, we knew he was not, and 

had just answered the right questions in the assessment. This left us with no option but to go 

down the disciplinary route and it was an extremely difficult time for the organisation.’ 

Impact on the workplace 

‘Inability to handle full hours and work stress [is a] big factor. Person’s attitude around 

keeping well, coming off medications without medical supervision and becoming increasingly 

unwell without the understanding of what is happening to themselves.’ 

‘An employee with long-term experience of anxiety had extreme difficulty with 

organisational change, and her catastrophizing and cynicism influenced others to feel 

negatively towards the change. In some ways this was not negative (her being open about 

the negativity helped to surface the negative emotions others were feeling but not 

expressing). But in other ways it negatively affected team morale.’ 

‘I can think of a few staff members who had to take a lot of time off due to respiratory 

illnesses which relate to their tobacco addiction rather than relapses of mental distress. 

Occasionally I have come across people with lived experience who have had difficulty 

handling their emotions i.e., get angry with colleagues and become easily stressed. The 

difficulty is that they have not been able to take responsibility for this. When this has been 

discussed with them they have interpreted this as discrimination.’ 

‘Have had many [occurrences] of absenteeism without communication. Find the person to be 

exceptionally slow to get work done, often seen aimlessly ambling this can be quite 

frustrating as they often fall behind.’ 

‘Only twice when the individuals were more unwell than disclosed and took a lot of sick leave 

and would not let us support them’. 

 

5.  What have you learnt about employing people with experience of mental 

distress? 

Support in the workplace 

‘A positive influence on team culture and generates broader understanding, acceptance, and 

delivers the real potential of reflecting diversity within our community’. 

‘A period of wellness and good self-awareness is necessary. Having a good work environment 

that encourages and supports this is obviously essential.’ 

‘Good employing practices, good supportive culture, clarity re the work to be done works well 

for people with mental distress—like everyone!’ 
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‘Need to be flexible. Sometimes employees are coming back to work after a significant gap 

and need a lot of support.’ 

‘Policies and programmes need to apply to all people, not just those with identified distress’. 

Relationships  

‘I think it is important to be honest and up front with people about any concerns you may 

have in a validating calm way. I have observed some employers in mental health services 

who will not address performance issues with staff who have lived experience because they 

are afraid of upsetting them.’ 

‘They are just ordinary people wanting ordinary lives like the rest of us ordinary folk.’ 

‘They are people just like us. He tangata, He tangata, He tangata.’ 

‘Just that openness without judgement helps’. 

‘Talking openly with the person about what’s going on for them (as much as they want to 

share) and what kinds of support from their workplace would help them, seems like a good 

approach. Also as an employer, being willing to listen to what’s going on personally and not 

put up artificial/arbitrary boundaries around “work” vs “life”—even if you can’t support 

someone with what they’re going through it can help them if you know and are non-

judgemental.’ 

‘Being open and having a good relationship with a manager is important.’ 

 

6. Have you employed people with mental distress through a mental health 

or disability supported employment service? 

 Total Mental health Non-mental health 

Yes 39% 49% 30% 

No 50% 42% 58% 

Unsure 11% 9% 12% 

 

7.  Do you have a positive mental health or wellbeing programme in your 

workplace? 

 Total Mental health  Non-mental health 

Yes 59% 67% 52% 

No 27% 21% 33% 
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Unsure 14% 12% 15% 

 

8. Where are you based? 

 Total Mental health Non-mental health 

Within New Zealand 79% 76% 82% 

Outside New Zealand 21% 24% 18% 

 

9. What industry or sector do you work in? 

Industry Number of respondents 
 

Agriculture/Mining 1 

Business Services 3 

Consumer Services 1 

Education 3 

Energy/Utilities 1 

Government/Public Services 1 

Health Services 7 

Mental Health Services 33 

Manufacturing 3 

Media/Entertainment 1 

Real Estate/Construction 3 

Retail 2 

Social Services 3 

Travel/Recreation 1 

Other  2 (Sport and Recreation; Public Health) 
 

10.  Have you employed or managed people with experience of mental 

distress? 

 Total Mental health Non-mental health 

Yes 93% 100% 85% 

No 2% 0% 4% 

Unsure 5% 0% 11% 

 

 


