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Introduction 
If you are a person with a psychiatric disability without a job, you may be wonder­
ing whether working is a good idea for you. This brochure will review some of the 
advantages of working. It will also address the question of whether it is possible for 
people with psychiatric disabilities to work, and will give you some pointers about 
how to make your own decision about work. 

The Advantages of Work: 
..	 Most people who work can tell you about the advantages of having a job. It is 

different for each person, and ultimately, you'll have to make up your own mind 
about the value of work in your life. The benefits of working include: 

Money: Work provides the income that most people rely upon to help 
support ourselves and our families, and to plan for the future. Money provides 
the means to meet many basic needs. Having your own money can be an 
important part of living independently and making your own choices in life. 

Health:	 People who work are often physically healthier than people who 
do not work, with fewer aches and pains and more energy for enjoying life. 
Also, people who work are less likely to be emotionally ill than those who do 
nor. We're not sure exactly why this happens. It could be that people benefit 
from the structure that work can provide. It could be that work provides an 
opportunity for people to stay active and involved, to exercise their bodies, 
minds and skills. It could be that spending more time meeting the daily 
demands of a job means spending less time on either the problems or the 
symptoms of mental illness. 

Friends: Loneliness and social isolation is a common complaint of people 
with psychiatric disabilities. Work can break the isolation, providing an 
opportunity to interact with other people on a regular basis. Some people 
you meet at work can become good sources of support for you in your work 
life. Some people you meet at work may even become close personal friends. 
Work can be a great place to form valuable relationships. 

Meaning: Work provides most of us with a sense of purpose and meaning, 
..	 a way to make a contribution to our community, and a chance to prove our 

own value. Work can help us feel effective, and to know that what we do 
maners. There are many other ways for people to define a positive role for 
themselves, but work is often a central part of who we are and how other 
people think of us. 

A Sense of Future: Work can help us have a sense of where we are headed 
in life. Whether we want to earn a promotion or a raise, develop new skills, 
working can help us Stay motivated to move forward and improve our lives. 
Working is a way of investing in ourselves and our future. 
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Is It Possible for me to Work? 
There is a lot of evidence that people with psychiatric disabilities can indeed work, 
especially if they have the support they need. Indeed: 

lots of people with a serious mental illness do work: Those who are work­
ing hold a wide range of jobs, from entry-level positions to more demanding 
jobs, from sheltered workshops to professional careers. In industry, business, 
social services, tourism, food service, health care, and nearly every occupational 
category, there are people working who also have a psychiatric disabilicy. 
People with serious mental illness are increasingly showing their capacicy to 
hold onto jobs despite their symptoms. 

jobs are available in a wide variety of patterns: Some people with mental 
illness are working in traditional 9-to-5, 5-day-a-week jobs. Many others are 
working in part-time positions, on short-term assignments, in self-employment, 
or on their own schedule. This reflects changing patterns in the national 
workforce in general. 

job accommodations can be made available at most jobs: The Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA), which became enforceable law in 1992, forbids 
discrimination (in hiring and promotions) because of disabilities, AND 
requires employers to make 'reasonable accommodations' to the needs of 
working persons with any kind of disabilicy, including psychiatric disabilities. 
Job accommodations might include changes in work schedules or environment, 
special assistance with communication, job coaching, reassignment of specific 
tasks, or other changes that you might need in order to do the job you were 
hired to do. Brochure CD in this series has more information about job 
accommodations and the ADA. 

employment programs have proven to be helpful in finding and keeping 
jobs: There is a new generation of vocational rehabilitation programs which 
put people to work on "real jobs for real pay" quickly, without long-term 
placements in workshops and prevocational classes. These programs are 
proving very successful in preparing people for work, finding them jobs, 
and supporting them on the job. See brochure e for more information 
about rehabilitation programs. 

more employers report that they are willing to give people with 
psychiatric disabilities a chance: Although employer attitudes toward people 
with serious mental illness have been slow to change, the numbers of employers 
and personnel managers willing to consider job applications from someone 
with a history of psychiatric disabilities is growing at a steady pace. 

You may be able to find the kind of job you want more easily than you think. Or 
you may continue to have difficulcy in managing to work, because of your illness or 
for other reasons. The right match berween the individual and the job and the right 
supports from employment programs can make all the difference in the world. 
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How do I decide? 
No matter what your decision, ir is important to make your decision based on good 
information. It is also important [Q try to figure our what you really want for yourself, 
and not [Q make a decision just because it is what someone else wants or thinks you 
should do. 

Consider the whole picture. You may have a psychiatric disabilicy, bur that is not 
the sum tOtal of who you are. You are a whole person with abilities, skills, imerests, 
ideas, relationships, needs, feelings and dreams. Consider what working might mean\ for all of these aspects of yOUt life. 

Take the initiative. It takes energy, commitmenr, and effort to consider, decide, and 
pursue employmenr. While there are many people and programs that can help you, 
they will not (and should not) do it fot you. If you know what you wam to do, starr 
doing it. If you know you need support, go and find it. No one is better qualified to 
act on your behalf than you are! 

Get the best information you can. It may take some time and effort, but it is well 
wonh spending the time to son out the myths from the fans about work. You may 
need some help to find our everything you want to know. Take your time. Don't be 
afraid [Q ask questions. 

Remember that there are different perspectives. Even if someone tells you what 
they think will be "best," ~ are still the best judge of what will be best for you. 

For instance: 

Mental health professionals used to think that work would be too stressful 
or upsetting for people with menral illness. Some may still say that you 
should "stabilize" your illness or "cure" your problems before even considering 
employment. You need to decide for yourself whether vocational rehabilita­
tion or working would be roo stressful, or whether it could help you with 
stabilization Ot tecovery. 

Vocational tehabilitation counselors in the past may have told you that 
finding a job would be difficulr. However, times have changed. There are 
more and more counselors who recognize the value of employees despite the 
impact of psychiatric disabilities. You may need to help counselors recognize 

)­ your potential and motivation for work. 

Family members or friends may advise you not to work because they are } 
worried about stress or problems that might occur on the job. They may be 
worried that they will not be able to protect you, or that your symptOms will 
get worse. It is good that they care about you. However, if you really want to 
work; you may need to explore with them ways that they can show their 
caring by suppotting your desire to work. 
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How to get started: 
First of all, if you are reading this brochure, congratulate yourself! You have already 
started! You may want to use the rest of this brochure series to guide you as you 
continue. Here are some more things you can do: 

Think about the kind of work you might like to do: what kind of work 
would you most prefer? what kind of work would you be good at? what kind 
of schedule would you be ready for now - or in the future? what kind of 
salary would you want? and so on. Work is a serious obligation, and you will 
want to know as much as possible about yourself, your work interests, and 
your work potential before you get started. 

Talk about your work ambitions with people who can help: spend time 
with family members and friends exploring your ideas and hopes, and seek 
out a counselor or case manager or vocational rehabilitation worker to help 
you explore your options and think through your plans. 

Work with your local rehabilitation program personnel: your local Office 
of Vocational Rehabilitation and/or a nearby psychosocial rehabilitation 
program may be able to help you get started. 

Assert yourself: it is still possible you may be told you are too sick to ever 
work or too sick to work yet, bur keep looking for the support you need to 
make a job you want possible. 

Find peer support: job clubs and other self-help activities can provide a 
supportive group of people who can share concerns, strategies, and solutions. 

Be willing to try: Talking and thinking about working is one thing, but you 
might have to try a few different kinds of work before you can tell for sure 
what kind of work is the best for your skills and interests. Sometimes the best 
way to figure out what you can do is to try doing it. 

YOU CAN DO IT! 
If you decide that you really want to work, don't let anybody tell you you can't 
do it. Somewhere Out there are jobs for you. Finding work will take some time 
and effort. If you can do a little bit at a time, and are willing to keep working at it, 
you can do it! 
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The mission of the RRTC is:
 
"To heighten the priority ofwork in the lives of 

individuals with mental illness. " 

The activities of the RRTC include: a range of interrelated
 
research activities examining key aspects of employment services; training projects
 

which bring experts in the field to the practitioners, consumers and family members
 
who can benefit most from the information they have to share; and, knowledge
 

dissemination initiative providing useful information, in a variety of formats,
 

to as diverse an audience as possible.
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