Time to Change York Champion Lauren has written this blog to share her thoughts on…

“How does experiencing mental illness impact your life?”
It’s difficult to know where to even start with this one. I’ve experienced mental illness in one
form or another for almost a decade now, so at 27, that represents the vast majority of my
adult life. I have lived experience of generalised anxiety and social anxiety disorders, complex
PTSD (post traumatic stress disorder), depression, and seasonal affective disorder (SAD). I
haven’t got official diagnoses of SAD or complex PTSD, however, I’ve experienced the majority
of symptoms of both, with my SAD worsening as I get older.
Social anxiety held me back for many years, even before I was officially diagnosed. I guess I
probably had this when I was still in school, probably as far back as primary school. I was really
shy, right up until about age 22. Social anxiety was a huge barrier for me for a long time, until
I finally put a massive dent in it in January 2020. Until then, I experienced huge levels of
anxiety in public places, was afraid of my own shadow.

“Mental illness affects me physically as well as in the
‘expected’ ways.”
Mental illness affects me physically as well as in the "expected" ways. I'm often incredibly
tired from fighting my own thoughts, and when I was going through the worst of my complex
PTSD symptoms as well as generalised anxiety disorder, I was struggling to function at work
and even in ordinary life. I was in 'survival mode', hypervigilant, constantly paranoid and
looking over my shoulder, really jumpy and easily startled. Living like this for months is
exhausting, physically and mentally and I had really tense muscles, carrying my "trauma" in
one of my calf muscles. I'll probably have to live with being easily startled and some degree
of hypervigilance for the rest of my life. I've experienced many different types of therapies
and medications, with me having to accept that I'll probably have to be on some sort of
antidepressant/antianxiety medication for likely the rest of my life, which I know will keep me
well, and many courses of CBT across various mediums, mindfulness and meditation, generic
talking therapy, and the one therapy that definitely worked for me was EMDR (eye movement
desensitisation and reprocessing). It gave me my life back from cPTSD, but it was emotionally
draining and energy sapping, and this affected me in the day leading up to therapy, where I
was increasingly anxious, and the following day, where, to briefly overview how EMDR works,
I might have flashbacks or emotions brought on by the previous day's session that would be
distressing for me and would affect my behaviour and emotions, and that part of my life living
with cPTSD and the effects of EMDR was really challenging.

“…it [mental illness] has affected my career…”
Having a mental illness has had a huge impact on my life. Professionally I'd say it has affected
my career, but that is partly due to facing some outright stigma and discrimination because

of disclosing that I have mental illnesses to my employer, and losing a lot of my confidence,
and in addition because of having the one horrendously awful stigmatising and discriminatory
experience at a past workplace, I feel that the damage done and the way my mental illnesses
changed and the development of my cPTSD due to that situation (and later
fibromyalgia/chronic illness), I've found myself mentally vulnerable to stressful work
situations and having mental illness which has affected me this way and has previously led to
me being treated poorly at work means that I'm reluctant to place myself in similar situations,
even if I am capable of performing within the role, and I do question whether once I mark on
an application that I have lived experience of mental ill-health, that means I may be
tokenistically invited to interview to meet equality & diversity criteria, or immediately not
further considered because of the stigma and ill-judged beliefs around mental illness that I
won't be able to cope, when in fact with support, I will. Having negative thinking patterns due
to depression and anxiety eroded a lot of my self-worth and self confidence in my ability to
do what I am qualified to do and I have to work hard every single day (and spend a fair amount
of energy doing), 'thought spotting' and stopping myself spiralling into poor mental health.
I’ve faced barriers and stigma, because of being unwell, and probably lost friends too, and
there’s probably a few friends or acquaintances that don’t know I live with mental illness,
because I haven’t told them, out of not feeling like I want to and again, not wanting to be
judged for it, but for the friends that don’t want to know me anymore, I’ve met a lot more,
really amazing and interesting ones, both online and in person, because of my lived
experience of mental illness through being a Time to Change Champion locally and nationally.
I’ve had to learn to put myself first, to listen to my body and be aware of my thoughts, and
learn about what self-care actually is for me, since I learned that I had a mental illness.

“…I've become more self-aware…”
One thing I've found from experiencing the impact of having mental illness, is the empathy I
have towards others in difficult circumstances with their mental health, chronic illness or
physical health, particularly in the last couple of years, as I've become more self-aware and
sadly struggled with suicidal thoughts, depression, anxiety as well as the annual SAD
appearances. I became a mental health first aider to help others like me, which is part of the
reason why I became a Champion with Time to Change York. Because I understand the impact
of mental illness and how much it can make you feel alone, I'd never want anyone to feel like
that. I’ve learned through living with the impact of mental illness, just how unkind the world,
and some within it can be, but also the opposite, that people can do really small but kind
things for others that make a huge difference, and that has changed the way I see life, though
I can still be cynical, and the way I do things, and I guess I am more open minded now.
I've previously been ashamed of having mental illness, and in certain circumstances I still can
be, but I've come to the conclusion that if someone or somewhere cannot accept me because
I have illness that can't be seen, like a mental health issue, then why should I accept their
intolerance? Why should I hide myself and therefore silence the part of myself that took such
a long time for me to accept, again? My mental illnesses are a part of who I am, but they
aren't who I am. I started writing creatively, mainly poetry and prose because of my own
experiences with mental illness and the feelings of being stigmatised, and became a published

poet, and this was what pushed me to beat my social anxiety, or at least take it in hand, so I
could talk about my work, which I now do at open mic nights - an open mic was where I made
the breakthrough after a lot of hard work through CBT and sheer determination, not running
from the avoidance monster.
To be honest, some of my mental illnesses do have, albeit minimal, plus points. Like for
example, I don't make many errors because my anxiety means that I always check my work
several times for mistakes, and I have real attention to small detail. But I mean, looking back,
and even right now, as I write this, if I'd by some miracle got through up until now, without
any mental ill-health, would I have had the same opportunities as I have had now, would I
have met the same people I now know, through everything I've been able to do with being a
Champion, because of having that lived experience of mental illness? The answer is likely that
I wouldn't have. So, in a way, mental illness has positively impacted my life, almost as much
as it negatively has.
All the things that I've gone through living with mental illness have never made me less of a
person than anyone else. At times I've felt less than human, because of what I've experienced,
felt incredibly alone because of feeling silenced, but because of being involved with Time to
Change York I could be me. Without having mental illness, I would be a different person
entirely. I suppose that this has helped me to find out who I really am, and almost
inadvertently brought me out of my shell.

“…because of being involved with Time to Change York
I could be me.”

