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

 

“How does experiencing mental illness impact your work 
life (paid or unpaid)?” 

 

Working at the same time as having a mental illness is not easy. I was studying for my Masters 
degree while trying to cope with daily panic attacks and high anxiety levels. I struggled to 
focus in lectures, when I did have panic attacks, one of the things that happened was that I 
dissociated, and I also experienced derealisation and depersonalisation. I was incredibly 
fortunate that I was able to receive exam and coursework mitigation, and that I was listened 
to by the course team. The conversation I had with my course leader was one that I was 
incredibly anxious about. However she listened and empathised, told me in no uncertain 
terms that I was not fit to take an exam that was due to occur the next week and that she was 
more than happy to accommodate things that I needed or had missed due to dissociation, 
and as the course team were aware of my anxiety triggers, I was able to produce a 
presentation to the best of my ability because they listened to what I needed. Being listened 
to when you experience mental illness and therefore being aware that you are able to access 
adjustments that you are entitled to, is crucial. 

“Working at the same time as having a mental illness is not easy.” 

Personally, before I had a particularly bad experience at a previous employer, I didn’t feel that 
mental illness really affected my professional work life, as my anxiety, my main issue at the 
time, was under control with medication and I had previously had counselling/CBT (cognitive 
behavioural therapy). However, what I experienced, because of feeling that I had to disclose 
my mental illness to my manager because I didn’t then want to have to have a potentially 
volatile conversation later down the line with HR or my manager, and have to almost, I 
suppose appear to explain any incidents, by disclosing my mental illness, but I was aware that 
in some respects it would look like an excuse and I wanted to be honest from as early as I 
could, particularly as the invitation to my first return-to-work meeting (due to a non-mental 
health reason), immediately triggered a panic attack, so I made the decision to disclose my 
mental illness to my manager. From then on, I was treated differently, because I disclosed my 
anxiety, and the triggers that caused me to have panic attacks (which were mainly that of 
being getting Skype/Lync chat messages with no context around them – for example, being 
summoned for a ‘quick chat’ without being told why – because of how my anxiety and 
thoughts work – I catastrophise and always think the worst case scenario, that I have done 
something wrong or that I’m going to be sacked) , to my manager. I faced discrimination, both 
directly and indirectly – I was positively discriminated against as I was given ‘easy’ work, in 
comparison to others – I never wanted to be treated any differently to colleagues because I 
happened to have anxiety disorders. Indirectly, I felt discriminated against, as I struggled with 
the reporting of absence procedures as the rigidity of the procedure required phoning the 
managers and having to speak to someone to state the reason for your absence, and living 



with social anxiety, I really struggled with phone calls. I was directly and repeatedly 
discriminated against by my manager seemingly choosing to ignore my warnings and, later, 
pleas and reminders about my triggers and repeatedly sending no context messages. This, on 
top of increasing work pressures, further indirect discrimination when I asked on separate 
occasions to be re-referred to occupational health, as I knew my mental health was 
deteriorating and I knew I needed help and could only be referred through my manager and 
was repeatedly refused, caused increasing levels of anxiety and stress, and I became burned 
out, barely able to function, emotionally and physically exhausted and the way I felt because 
of the almost constant stream of anxiety attacks was comparable to being sat on the edge of 
a cliff.  

“…I became burned out, barely able to function, 
emotionally and physically exhausted…” 

Being discriminated and stigmatised at that workplace to the extreme extent led to me having 
a breakdown. I also now have anxiety related control and trust issues in things I do, that I have 
to work tremendously hard to not let them overcome me, and boundary issues too as my 
boss told me I was 'making my anxiety worse' by sharing mental health related posts on 
Facebook, which had nothing to do with my work performance. My anxiety and being a 
perfectionist on top of being micromanaged and my anxiety triggers being repeatedly pushed 
caused my mental health to deteriorate, with my anxiety going from moderate at worst to 
severe, and then to an eventual breakdown. 

Having cPTSD (complex post-traumatic stress disorder) and working was really hard. 
Experiencing flashbacks, hypervigilance, paranoia, jumping (not always visibly) every time one 
of the doors at work slammed or shut unexpectedly, dissociating, getting startled easily, were 
all things I had to live with. I was extremely anxious all the time, living in what's called "survival 
mode" most of the time, which meant that I was exhausted all the time and I didn't really tell 
anyone what was going on, because I thought either work would get rid of me or my 
colleagues would judge me or think I was weird, until I started EMDR (Eye Movement 
Desensitization and Reprocessing) therapy and the effects of that were debilitating but life 
changing. I still startle easily and I know very early on if where I am working somewhere with 
a similar environment to where I had my bad experience, because I start to have trauma 
responses, which are almost a legacy of the cause of and of the cPTSD itself, usually in my 
emotions and I start withdrawing socially and becoming more anxious.  

The hallmarks though, for me, of working while having a mental illness, usually include 
struggling to focus, losing concentration easily, making uncharacteristic errors, and struggling 
to self motivate. Unfortunately it's far too easy to just put on a "face" for work every day and 
hide how I'm feeling but I do know who to talk to, and I am self aware of my triggers. I have 
openly struggled at a different workplace with depression as a reaction to a situation, and 
was fortunate, according to colleagues, to be able to have an honest conversation with my 
manager and supervisor about how I felt and what I thought they could do. I wasn't judged at 
all, and just talking about it made me feel a little bit better. I was open with my colleagues a 
few weeks later about this and they were really supportive. 



Being able to do any form of work while living with and having history of mental illness is a 
really challenging thing to do and the most annoying thing is that there's often surprise that 
you're able to work with these issues, which is a shocking stereotype. Another thing that I've 
done because I've felt lesser due to having mental illness at work, is that I needed to prove 
myself more and therefore tried to do way too much, making myself stressed and unwell. 
Social anxiety makes socialising at work, after work and simple tasks like answering the phone 
more challenging and it is always laughed off as a joke or something. Sometimes, having a 
mental illness at work can be a lonely place - not one person got in touch to ask how I was 
when I was signed off after my breakdown, whereas when I was sent to A&E (accident and 
emergency at the hospital) with a suspected broken finger after tripping over at work, I got a 
bunch of Facebook messages. That kind of thing does hurt.   

“…having a mental illness at work can be a lonely place…” 


