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Summary of findings 

 

‘I have a very supportive boss who I feel comfortable talking to and I reward him by being 

honest with him. We have regular conversations and check ins. I appreciate the work that I 

have and often while other people in my office are complaining, I am able to thank my lucky 

stars that I’ve finally got a job that I can do and is supportive of me.’ 

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 managers and 

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

inclusive workplace. 

We developed an online survey, via Survey Monkey, to improve our understanding of the barriers 

and opportunities to employment for people with experience of mental distress from the 

perspective of people with lived experience, and managers. The survey was confidential and took 

approximately five minutes to complete. Links to the survey were sent out to networks through 

email with an invitation for people to pass on to their contacts as well. 

We received 131 completed responses from people with experience of mental distress living in New 

Zealand and elsewhere: 

 55% were in the 40–59 age group 

 75% were European and 10% were indigenous 

 43% were in full-time employment and 34% were in part-time employment 

 6% were in full-time study and 16% were in part-time study 

 50% have been unable to work for two or more years throughout their lives 

 67% had used mental health services in the last two years. 

‘I find it hard when employers say they are inclusive of the lived experience, but then they 

don’t act in an inclusive manner. I am finding people are saying the right thing but it doesn’t 

play out in practice. I can cope with work and manage the mental distress, but I can’t cope 

with bullying, harassment, discrimination, put downs and being ostracised and excluded by the 

employer.’ 

Key findings 

The top four factors relating to mental distress that had a big or moderate impact on respondents’ 

work and study were: 

 Interfered with my education (75%) 
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 Limited my choices for work (75%) 

 Stopped me applying for jobs because I felt too unwell to work (68%) 

 Stopped me from keeping work because it was too stressful (60%). 

Respondents commented on other factors that negatively impacted on their work or study: 

 Disclosing to employers 

 Discrimination in the workplace 

 Their self-stigma 

 Performance issues related to their distress. 

 

Respondents also commented on the approaches they have used to overcome barriers to getting 

and keeping work: 

 Exploring different work options 

 Making informed decisions about when and if to disclose 

 Learning self-management 

 Getting support from employers and others. 

 

‘When something does go wrong people seem to point the finger at you because of your 

mental health. I believe people with mental health issues have to work a lot harder to prove 

themselves. We are treated differently from others that do not disclose. I am not ashamed of 

my illness, it is not me, it is a small part of me. There needs to be a lot more education on 

mental health and the media needs to stop glorifying it to frighten the general public.’ 
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Full results 
 

1.  Throughout your life, how much time have you been unable to work or 

study because of mental distress? 

Less than one month 13% 
 

Between one month and one year 24% 
 

Between one year and two years 13% 
 

Between two years and five years 25% 
 

More than five years 25% 
 

 

2. How big an impact has your mental distress had on your work or study? 

 
 Big–Mod impact Small–No impact NA–Not sure 

 

Interfered with my education 75% 19% 6% 

Limited my choices for work 75% 21% 4% 

Stopped me applying for jobs for fear 
of discrimination 

49% 46% 5% 

Stopped me applying for jobs for 
being told I was too unwell 

35% 53% 12% 

Stopped me applying for jobs because 
I felt too unwell to work 

68% 25% 7% 

Stopped me getting jobs because I 
disclosed my experience 

33% 45% 22% 

Stopped me being promoted because I 
disclosed my experience 

37% 40% 23% 

Stopped me keeping work because I 
got unwell again 

50% 40% 10% 

Stopped me keeping work because I 
was discriminated against by 
colleagues 

29% 56% 15% 

Stopped me keeping work because I 
was discriminated against by my boss 

34% 52% 14% 

Stopped me from keeping work 
because it was too stressful 

60% 33% 7% 
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What other factors have impacted on your work or study? 

Disclosure 

‘I recently applied for a job and my referees were asked if there were any health issues the 

new employer should be aware of. Before applying for the job I was asked to declare any 

health issues. I didn’t declare my mental health issues because I was afraid that I would not 

be considered for the job, even though I have been stable for some time.’ 

‘My mental health record with the police. Employers ring and they [police] share every 

contact they have had with you. Not sure if they are allowed to do this, but have lost many 

jobs and not been considered cos of this. My health has affected me completing courses, 

upskilling.’ 

‘If you disclose people immediately lose confidence in your ability to do a job or complete a 

course of study.’ 

‘I never disclosed my mental health when applying for jobs as I knew I would not get the job.’ 

Discrimination and bullying 

‘Immediate boss was great. It was the area manager who had issues with my history.’ 

‘Surprisingly the mental health organisation I work for suspended me when it deemed I was 

psychotic. I challenged the suspension and was awarded a considerable sum of money in 

damages as I’ve never been psychotic at work, and reinstated however management has 

been wary ever since and denied me opportunities that I was well qualified to carry out.’ 

‘I have only ever had issues after disclosure. I was doing really well in one job and when it 

came out I was micromanaged and severely bullied out of the organisation. On another 

occasion I was offered a senior management role in a [mental health] organisation. Someone 

who knew I had used services told my boss that I was a service user and the job offer was 

withdrawn after I had signed the contract. I was told, “do you realise you are just a service 

user and you applied for a senior management role?” I said, yes, I was offered a senior 

management role based on application, interview and reference check.’ 

‘Attempting to work for a mental health organisation, it was this organisation that promotes 

hiring of people with a mental illness. When I did disclose I had a mental illness after I gained 

the job, I was then made to travel five hours to be psychologically assessed and then 

everything was done to remove me from entering the position. I was fired after six months by 

the General Manager, possibly to prove that people with a mental illness should only work in 

mental health identified (peer) positions.’ 

‘Whenever work or the employer was responsible for the distress it was passed off as a 

recurrence of [mental health] issues. The employer denied direct liability which directly 

affected a legitimate workers comp claim.’ 

‘I don’t have any chance to show my talent because teachers do not know how to handle my 

case and [do] not want accidents to happen.’ 
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‘Just spent the last 12 months being mistreated by colleague and boss. Caused lots of 

feelings of anxiety and depression. Was not good and I still feel upset about it all.’ 

‘In the industry I’m in word gets around quickly and prospective employers heard about my 

illness and didn’t hire me. Almost 10 years on, certain companies still won’t hire me because 

they know about my past.’ 

‘When employed by [government agency] I was discriminated against by my employer and 

passed up for a permanent position. Eventually they managed me out and I lost my job. By 

the way I performed well it was clear they managed me out of their organisation.’ 

‘Lack of empathy and understanding—from people working in the mental health sector’. 

‘Workplace bullying—I was forced to resign or be fired’. 

‘Workplace bullying’. 

Self-stigma 

‘It made it really hard because I felt I couldn’t tell anyone about how hard it was to do things 

I used to be able to do. I spent a lot of time covering up and worrying about being found out.’ 

‘Because I felt “flawed” I worked extra hard to feel as good as everyone else a lot. This 

created and still does at times heaps of stress that’s hard to deal with. And I feel ashamed 

when I need time off and come back to work too early.’ 

‘I have only worked within mental health as I am too afraid to look outside this industry due 

to my mental health. I have been working in the industry for almost 20 years. I have to prove 

myself everyday.’ 

‘My illness prevented [me] from gaining higher education which limited my choices of work 

to jobs that were simply unsuitable, such as working nights or irregular hours. These 

additional stresses exacerbated my illness, pushing me further away from undertaking study 

or beginning my career.’ 

Performance issues 

‘In some ways I was lucky as I fell through the cracks at my first job of 10 years. I was 

undiagnosed, I was not productive for much of the time and got away with doing not much. I 

did in the end get performance managed and also bullied by my boss which has had a huge 

impact on my confidence. Fortunately I got treatment and moved to a new job. I’ve never 

lost a job but I have not applied for jobs when I felt too unwell at the time to have enough 

motivation and confidence to apply.’ 

‘I could not concentrate at all.’ 

‘Ability to perform on job—like I can do a third-rate job which let down my other staff 

members and made me look lazy.’ 

‘I don’t have enough energy to work full-time. I can’t keep going for higher level of 

education.’ 
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‘Physical stamina and time between jobs has caused my previous work skills and experience 

to diminish.’ 

‘It made it difficult for me to get jobs due to gaps in my resume and lack of references from 

times when I was ill.’ 

‘My mental disorder caused so much stress due to intra personal difficulties mostly due to 

over preoccupation with being self-conscious and having a misperception that I’m socially 

inadequate.’ 

‘It affected my confidence’. 

‘The disuse of medication and its effects on your ability to know whether [you’re] able to 

work. And not disclosing mental health to employers because of the hidden discrimination.’ 

‘Medication had a huge negative impact on my energy levels. Schizophrenia made it difficult 

for me to connect with colleagues. Who then found me strange.’ 

‘Essentially sleep deprivation and 18 months stress role back in 96/7 and project led to a nine 

month melt down—recurring anxiety, depression that has been assisted by medication. 

Reduced resilience subsequently and other health issues—stroke, alcohol and cannabis use 

compounded and led to work and relationship issues.’ 

No or little impact 

‘I have a flexible work place, the rare times when I get too distressed for work I can take a 

week or two of sick leave’. 

 ‘My experience of mental distress has not been a barrier to my work or my education. Other 

family members’ illnesses were problematic and impacted on my schooling. Systemic issues 

in my workplace have created difficulties but they are not to do with mental distress however 

they have created stressful workplace environments.’ 

 

3. What approaches, if any, have you used to overcome barriers to getting and 

keeping work? 

Exploring different work options 

‘Start your own business’. 

‘I retrained in the Mental Health and Addictions field and have now worked in this sector 

over five years. I love having a job where a lived experience of mental health issues is 

regarded as a bonus and not a negative. It also enables me to make a better connection with 

my clients as they can learn from my example that it is possible to successfully manage a 

positive work-life balance with appropriate support in place.’ 

‘Volunteer work, researching for better job employment agencies, and study to keep my 

mind active.’ 
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‘Being creative. I began to explore other opportunities for gaining work skills and additional 

training. Volunteering was the most important part of my mental health recovery. 

Volunteering for a mental health organisation helped me find my place. I began to regain 

confidence in my abilities while also gaining necessary work skills.’ 

‘Changed careers to one that involved more internal team work with a known number of 

people a.k.a. co-workers, and less contact with strangers a.k.a. customers.’ 

‘Non-disclosure at application, disclosure once settled in employment. Accepting variety of 

work and jobs different to qualifications.’ 

‘Negotiating part time work whilst I get better, as not to lose employment. Being involved 

with volunteer work while I was too ill to work, but getting better. This gave me practice 

being around others in a work like environment.’ 

‘I have taken time to evolve a work portfolio that suits my strengths and that I believe is 

ethical. I can’t dedicate myself to work that I believe conflicts with my ethics.’ 

‘I am now self-employed so that I manage my illness. It means I can work from home, go 

hard at projects and then rest. I sometimes work long hours and other times, when I’m not 

well, I can rest.’ 

Decision to disclose 

‘Firstly I’m honest with my employer. I outlined the extent of how my mental illness impacts 

work and give regular updates. I do a bloody good job which helps too. The other approach I 

took was to request a reduction of hours. I now only work 30 hours a week, which has made 

a huge difference on my mental state which in turn helps me keep my job.’ 

‘I’ve been open about it and that has made it easier’. 

‘I use my experience with mental illness as a positive as I can really work well with my clients 

as I have been there. Honesty, not [being] ashamed of who I am.’ 

‘Being open about my condition with the employer’. 

‘Building strong relationships with colleagues. Disclosing previous experience of mental 

distress after I have “proved myself” at work—not in the initial application process.’ 

Decision not to disclose 

‘I never disclose that I have mental distress when applying for a job but I have disclosed when 

I needed to take some time off to regroup when my symptoms got in the way of me working. 

I have been very fortunate to have bosses that are understanding and will accommodate me. 

They see I am a good worker and no I’m not just trying to get out of work.’ 

‘Don’t tell anyone, it will be used against you, pretending that isn’t true is putting people in 

risk of losing their jobs.’ 

‘Gaining good character referees, trying not to disguise periods of non-employment within 

CV with some form of activity’. 
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‘Don’t tell prospective employers about it. Get someone else to deal with the situation when 

it is current.’ 

‘Do not disclose, even when it seems safe to disclose’. 

 ‘Do not disclose now that I have a mental illness’. 

‘[I] don’t tell anyone I have issues around mental illness.’ 

‘I choose not to disclose my mental illness when applying for work, I only choose to tell 

colleagues whom I don’t think will discriminate though they feel if the team knew they would 

understand me better.’ 

‘I did not disclose my mental illness as advised not to. I did not disclose I was under a 

psychiatrist. I did not disclose my diagnosis.’ 

‘Never disclose to anyone—boss or colleagues. It’s tough.’ 

Self-management 

‘Acceptance of my disability, looking/finding ways around it and being able to adapt myself 

to fit those disabilities into my daily life and job. Change is a key to continued success.’ 

‘I have used mindfulness to help me get through tough times and spoke to my doctor and a 

counsellor.’ 

‘Learning mindfulness’. 

‘WRAP [Wellness Recovery Action Plan], Supportive Peer Network, Job Coach, Psychosocial 

rehab model programs, Leadership Academy model, Job training’. 

‘I’ve had to moderate my reactions to the frustrations of managements, and its ignorance, 

for fear of being mislabelled again and being perceived of being [mentally] unwell.’ 

‘Followed my mental health management plan, taking off stress day using sick days and 

leave days, talking to my colleagues about mental [health] in general and in the natural 

course of time, disclosing’. 

‘Peer support, meditation, grit’. 

‘A daily routine, ensuring I have time alone to recharge. Seeking help from people who 

understand me. Taking them to meetings to help me if I can’t explain myself.’ 

‘Making sure my medication is correct to manage my symptoms. Making sure I don’t work 

too many hours so I don’t get stressed.’ 

‘Just don’t tell anyone anything about your mental illness. Try not to take too many sick days. 

Keep getting counselling so that you keep improving and understanding your illness. Try to 

stay fit and healthy. Don’t get poor.’ 

‘I have always been open and honest. Reflect everyday on my work and wellbeing. Work/life 

balance is very important. I ensure I look after my physical and mental wellbeing every day. I 

focus on my strengths not weaknesses when applying for a job and working.’ 
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‘Reduce working hours. Apply [for] work that starts at noon to night.’ 

‘Regular time off and [flexible] hours helped’. 

‘Lots of psychiatric therapy.’ 

‘Try to hide my emotions, hide in toilet when crying and recover in two minutes so no one can 

notice I have cried, don’t let people know my situation’. 

‘Learn more on how to deal with life challenges, understand more about the illness and try to 

live with it.’ 

‘I did not tell people I had bi polar and am bubbly so was able to talk people into giving me a 

go. Now I work and study I have to let other things go i.e., someone else cooks the dinner 

now to enable me to reserve energy for paid employment also doing something you like 

helps a lot.’ 

‘Relying on personal networks to help me physically get out of bed in the morning.’ 

‘Recognising my own triggers to becoming unwell and now disclosing my mental illness to 

future employers.’ 

‘Involving myself actively in networks and meetings, learning and facilitating recovery and 

self-management based programmes’. 

‘I have only ever worked very part-time hours. Many people have told me that I am also 

underemployed, so I think I have mainly worked in jobs well below my potential maybe 

unconsciously to avoid stress.’ 

‘Limiting hours, supported employment, self-employment, shared responsibilities, counselling 

and supervision, working as a volunteer while on benefit.’ 

‘EAP [Employee Assistance Programme], stress leave, using DBT [dialectical behaviour 

therapy] techniques, positive affirmations in office, distraction (i.e., stress ball)’. 

‘Lots of education. Flexible working hours, maximum 25 hours per week plus a course I like, 

to balance. Weekly cleaning help. External supervisor to assist with interpersonal issues with 

colleagues and work/life balance. Earning close to the welfare cut off point (but not over) to 

make welfare easy to access as required.’ 

‘Having DBT therapy through the DHB [District Health Board], learning strategies to deal 

with condition. Changing area of work, applying for something that doesn’t require police 

check due to mental health record coming up time and time again. Not working with children 

changing to working in an office. Trying to study and up skill qualifications’. 

‘Believing in myself and finding others who did as well. Utilising the anger I felt about mental 

health workers telling I couldn’t/wouldn’t be able to work as motivation. In more recent 

years practising mindfulness has been of some benefit.’ 

‘Better health—regular exercise, better time management and support systems and when 

spiral starts opt out early and rest, regular supervision i.e., peer’. 
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‘Caring for yourself is vital. No one else can do this for you. Eating properly and exercising 

and getting enough sleep is very important. Understanding yourself and your needs so that 

when life gets stressful, which is normal, you know how to manage those stressful times, that 

you know how to look after yourself under pressure, that you have enough resources to do 

just that. Know thyself.’ 

Support 

‘Lucky enough to have had a colleague who was going through the same thing and was even 

on the same medication, and another colleague whose partner was quite unwell. We all 

worked quite closely together and could appreciate and work with each other’s strengths 

and weaknesses.’ 

‘Working in with a supported employment agency—when I finally found a good one it has 

been fantastic. Even though I got my current job through my own efforts their ongoing 

support has been helpful in the transition from non-paid work into full-time paid work. 

Volunteering and casual contract work to keep my skills up and my CV current.’ 

‘University counselling services that actually took you seriously when you said you literally 

had no ability to perform during exam period.’ 

‘Trying self-care and building a group of friends upon whom I can rely when I need non-

judgemental voices.’ 

‘Working with people who knew me before I became unwell. Working with peers. Having 

strong support systems.’ 

‘I’ve gone back to study, but for the first time I registered with the disability service, so I’d 

have adequate support (that was a great help and I wish I’d done it years ago!). I also set my 

sights more on small part time or peer worker jobs rather than having 

unmanageable/unrealistic goals.’ 

‘The biggest barrier has been stigma in my work place by managers and supervisors. In the 

worst case I had support from my colleagues and gently confronted the person who was 

causing the problem. Luckily I got an apology. I do consider that I’ve been lucky. Some people 

I know have been devastated by it.’ 

‘Seeking help from disability employment services. And taking advantage of workplace skills 

and training offered by agencies linked with the service. Gradual exposure to scenarios which 

cause me anxiety like interacting with people on a regular basis throughout the day in a work 

context and meeting new people and spending time with them to work on improving rapport 

building skills and breaking down ideas of me lacking social aptitude.’ 

‘I have a very supportive boss who I feel comfortable talking to and I reward him by being 

honest with him. We have regular conversations and check ins. I appreciate the work that I 

have and often while other people in my office are complaining, I am able to thank my lucky 

stars that I’ve finally got a job that I can do and is supportive of me.’ 

‘Working in the mental health sector, preferably in roles where lived experience is a 

prerequisite.’ 
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‘Being in a supportive working environment and having support when I have become unwell’. 

 
4. Have you used mental health services? 

 

Yes, within last two years Yes, more than two years ago No, never 
 

67% 26% 7% 
 

 

5. What is your age? 
 

20 or younger 2% 

21–29 6% 

30–39 26% 

40–49 25% 

50–59 30% 

60–69 9% 

70+ 2% 

 

6. What is your ethnicity? 
 

European e.g. British, German, Pakeha 75% 

Indigenous e.g. Māori, Aboriginal 10% 

Pacific e.g. Fijian, Samoan 1% 

Asian e.g. Indian, Korean 9% 

Other 11% 

Note: Some respondents identified more than one ethnicity therefore percentages total more than 

100. 

7. Are you currently employed? 

 
Yes, full time Yes, part time No 

 

43% 34% 23% 
 

 

8. Are you currently studying? 

 
Yes, full time Yes, part time No 

 

6% 16% 78% 
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9. Other comments  

‘I have noticed that online job applications increasingly require you to declare any health issues when 

you submit your application. This concerns me as there is no way to know whether this will affect the 

way that your application is considered.’ 

‘Employment has been a very important part of my recovery experience. I was told that I would not 

be able to work when mental illness began affecting my life. I have been working mostly full time 

since 1990. I have had wellness during most of this time WRAP has been extremely beneficial and I 

am also a trainer for WRAP. I have been working for 16 years as a Peer Support Specialist and 

recently received State Certification. Work stress has contributed to relapses of my illness but so have 

other kinds of stress too. My recovery time improved especially if I was able to work during my 

recovery or as soon as possible.’ 

‘I only really had Major Depressive Disorder and Anorexia Nervosa and neither of them affected my 

ability to work beyond the quality of the work produced. I am super ambitions and not happy with 

the bare minimum so it distressed me that I was not doing as well as I could have.’ 

‘You can never be sure how your boss is reacting—they say one thing (politically correct) and do 

another.’ 

‘Self-stigma and stigma from outside are major obstacles that lead to discrimination both at work 

and study places.’ 

 ‘As life goes on, I see the big gap of work achievement between me and my college classmates.’ 

‘Don’t disclose your illness to anyone relevant.’ 

‘Occupational therapy was a great benefit to me in my recovery. I found a therapist who could 

effectively manage and support my training and employment opportunities while helping me 

overcome my anxieties which were an extreme barrier to gaining meaningful employment.’ 

‘Stop having a bias on us.’ 

‘I think people who work as peers face the most difficulty. But that is just my experience. I think it is 

more to do with bad management, poor supervision, and lack of understanding the peer role.’ 

‘I had a TV interview that my current employer [was] willing to comment on my work, it’s fortunate 

that I have an understanding and reasonable employer. However, we have to firstly not discriminate 

[against] ourselves, we have to behave [confidently] and try to do our best.’ 

‘Being bullied will improve your unwellness.’ 

‘It took me a long time, failed jobs, unsuccessful job interview, suicidal thoughts and some attempts 

to finally get a job where I wasn’t punished for being myself. When I first started it, I felt as though I 

had hit the jackpot and a bit like a sham. I worried that it would all come crashing down. But I was 

lucky and I have now been there for over six years. I honestly believe that the job I am in now saved 

my life.’ 
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‘Part of me would love to work full time again in a workplace but I think I’d be seen as a liability.’ 

‘It is hard to know your rights when having an ‘episode’ which means extended period of time unable 

to work. Hard to know what to disclose when asked to attend meeting with senior management in 

regard to why you can’t work and your rights in your say as to when you feel fit enough to return. My 

first ever ‘episode’ I quit my job. I didn’t think I had a choice as I could no longer function at work or 

in the world in general. Looking back, I wonder if this was the best choice, and think as an employer 

knowing I was having a break down they probably wanted to get rid of me, rather than let me know 

my rights in that situation, so they quickly and happily accepted my resignation.’ 

‘It is very difficult but worth pursuing. I have regretted disclosing before and am now very careful 

about it.’ 

‘Not sure how it would be if I didn’t work in the mental illness arena?’ 

‘There is so much stigma and discrimination especially against personality disorders in the 

workplace.’ 

‘Government agencies that help us find work are thin on the ground and have long waiting lists in my 

area. There needs to be a more in depth consultation with the client so that they can be placed in the 

right job. I have mates who are stacking supermarket shelves. They’ll never reach their potential 

there. They want to do more study, they want to be gently challenged but not pushed. A fine balance 

that can be attained through really getting to know [the] individual’s strengths. Some government 

agencies seem to just want to hit their target numbers and thus stuff people where they don’t fit, are 

not happy and have no opportunity to grow.’ 

‘I would really have liked to be able to disclose to employers about my mental illness/distress but 

have never felt able to.’ 

‘I have almost exalted in having “the mad” but recently in last 5 years there’s been five reports of 

managers advising prospective employers [not to employ me], he is unreliable and…’ 

‘I was a professional working in the health system and was given no support or understanding when I 

became unwell. I am now back working in a DHB in a different role and still people avoid me in the 

corridor or discriminate by what they ask me or presume I am only part time when I work full time.’ 

‘Having experience of mental distress has improved my work in that I am able to empathise with 

other marginalised populations and promote equitable practice.’ 

‘Flexibility of employment and employers having a greater understanding of how people who 

experience mental illness can offer so much more.’ 

‘I have a good education, a Bachelor in Social Science—Psychology 1998-2000, a Postgraduate 

Diploma in Public Health—Health Promotion 2011-2013 and work experience. I am currently out of 

work again and looking. Having WINZ and Community Mental Health Services is not where I want to 

be. [These] two organisations makes the road a hard one.’ 

‘If you truly look after yourself, your family will benefit greatly from your role modelling too. Caring 

for yourself includes taking responsibility for those you are responsible for.’ 

 


