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Employment survey for people with  
experience of mental distress 

 
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.’ 
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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%) 

 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.’ 

 


