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“I’ve worked for a wide range of organisations, some of which have left me with poor mental health 
due to the culture, management and organisation expectations. This led to stress, burnout, a feeling of 
being ashamed that I ‘couldn’t cope’, and a fear of going to work. I’m lucky now as I work for a fantastic 
organisation and I want to concentrate on the positives” A Time to Change York Champion 

Many of us spend a lot of time at work, or trying to return to work, so we’re sharing our 
experiences of what helps to keep us mentally well at work. We are all unique, as people and 
in terms of the employment that we undertake, and therefore not all of our tips and 
experiences will apply to you and your colleagues, but we hope that you can pick and choose 
the ones that do, and that you find them useful. 

Champions thoughts on the causes of poor mental health at work: 

• Negative work culture 
• Dismissive and negative attitudes towards mental illness 
• Poor managers, e.g micromanagement, or unavailable managers 
• Feelings of not being listened to 
• Unmanageable targets and workloads 
• Not feeling valued 
• Insecure / short term job contracts 
• Lack of flexibility and control over work tasks and hours of work 

“The themes are always the same; poor line management, a performance driven culture 
where honesty, a person-centred approach and kindness are not valued (even, or especially, 
when the organisation has values that say they do) and a lack of open communication.” Find 
out more by reading this Champion’s case study on page 3. 

“I was micromanaged, which really impacted my performance levels and certainly my stress 
levels. I started to make mistakes that were really uncharacteristic for me.” Read more of 
Champion Lauren’s case study on pages 4-6. 

“My mental ill-health had nothing to do with my work, but how I was subsequently treated 
by my employer and colleagues once they knew about my mental illness had an incredibly 
negative affect on my mental health. The misunderstandings, stigma, and discrimination 
associated with mental illness in the workplace need to change”. Find out more by reading 
Champion Emma’s case study on pages 7-9. 

Champions top tips for a mentally healthy workplace: 

• Honest two-way communication between managers and staff 
• Create jobs/roles that have a sense of purpose for the employee 
• Training for staff on the subject of mental illness at work 
• Create a workplace culture where employees feel valued and respected at work 
• Create a workplace culture that fosters social connections at work 
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• Provide flexible working arrangements 
• Create an environment where colleagues feel they can relax and enjoy work 
• Employers setting realistic boundaries and expectations at work 
• Provide employees with a sense of control, trust, autonomy, and a ‘voice’ at work 
• Foster an open culture where it is ok to talk about mental illness, work successes, and 

work failures 

“When I disclosed my mental illness, they did the best thing that an employer has done for 
me, they listened to me without judgement and asked me what they could do to help me at 
work with my mental health.” Read more of Champion Lauren’s experiences on pages 4-6. 

“Not being silenced or judged - Not being silenced, but equally not being forced to share or 
‘overshare’ at work. My most trusted confidents are friends outside of work, but my 
colleagues play a huge part in keeping me well. For me, knowing that I could talk about my 
mental ill-health to some colleagues is preventative.” Read more of Champion Emma’s 
experiences on pages 7-9. 

Although workplaces have improved, we think that there is still far too much mental health 
stigma and discrimination at work. There are many well-meaning and good initiatives such as 
Metal Health First Aiders, Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs), and ‘wellbeing’ initiatives, 
but, as Champions with experience of mental ill-health, we’re not convinced that these alone 
are that effective at solving mental ill-health at work and related absences from work. We 
believe that it is the much simpler, yet harder to quantify, everyday positive human 
interactions at work that really help to keep us mentally well; sharing an impromptu joke with 
a colleague and feeling valued by our managers can make a huge positive difference to us all. 
Perhaps it is a combination of what works best for each of us on a case by case basis that is 
the most effective, and below are links to some resources that we think may be of use to help 
determine what may work for you and your colleagues: 

Become a Time to Change York Employer Champion 

We’re looking for employees to work with us. To find out more about Time to Change York 
please refer to our website or email timetochange@yorkcvs.org.uk to arrange a conversation 
with one of our employer partners, such as Aviva, Benenden Health, Portakabin, or SYSTRA. 
Working with us demonstrates that you want to make a commitment to change, gives you 
access to our lived experience Champions, and access to knowledge sharing and best practice. 

Other resources:  

• My Whole Self · MHFA England 
• Home – Mental Health At Work 
• This is Me | This is Me Yorkshire 

https://www.yorkcvs.org.uk/time-to-change-york/
https://mhfaengland.org/my-whole-self/
https://www.mentalhealthatwork.org.uk/
https://www.thisismeyorkshire.com/
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CASE STUDY 1: What working in a positive workplace looks like – A Time to 
Change York Champion experience 

I’ve had a range of jobs and worked for a wide range of organisations over the years, some of 
which have left me with poor mental health due to the culture, management and 
expectations of the organisation. 

I know I’m not alone in this, so many people that I have talked to about my experiences have 
similar experiences and I have found the themes are always the same; poor line management, 
a performance driven culture where honesty, a person centred approach and kindness are 
not valued (even, or especially, when the organisation has values that say they do) and a lack 
of open communication. This often leads to stress, burnout, a feeling of being ashamed that 
you ‘can’t cope’ and a fear of going to work every day. This has happened to me, and it took 
me a long time to recover. 

I’m lucky now – I work for a fantastic organisation and I want to concentrate on the positives; 
what we do differently that makes the culture of our organisation a great place to work. It’s 
not just me who thinks this: I hear it from the people we deliver services to, the stakeholders 
we work with and the people we employ. 

So what makes it a great place to work? Aside from the great people we employ and who 
volunteer for of course! An open and transparent culture: Staff at all levels can raise concerns 
or feedback on things they think aren’t working. They can suggest new ideas and we listen. 
Where we can, we then make changes to make the services and workplace a better place to 
be. We encourage staff to be open and honest about their mental health; whether that’s a 
long term condition or a short term issue and we employ staff with lived experience of mental 
health issues. We’re open and honest about out mental health and how it affects us. 

We insist on workplace wellbeing and we live it: We ensure all staff take all their holiday every 
year and they are thinking about taking regular breaks, and we always pick up with staff when 
we feel they’re not at the best. We offer stress risk assessments, workplace mental health 
action plans and counselling via our Employee Assistance Programme. So staff feel able to tell 
us when they need more breaks, when they need to be flexible in the hours they work and 
what they need to stay mentally and physically well. 

Our managers are supportive: Yes we need to meet certain outputs and outcomes but we do 
this in a way that is supportive and trusting. We ask the question ‘How can we help you to get 
there?’ not ‘What are you going to do to get there?’. Manager’s give staff the space to be 
creative, learn and develop and have a hand in developing services so that they feel a key part 
of our organisation. 

Do we always get it right? No we don’t, but we hold our hands up and we work with our staff 
to make sure we learn the lessons and that we as an organisation have a strong culture of 
working together, staying well and doing our best for ourselves and the people we offer 
services to.  
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CASE STUDY 2: Time to Change York – Champion Lauren Employer Case Study 
 
The good, the bad, and the ugly. 

I’ve only had a relatively short career so far, but I’ve had both positive and negative experiences across 
different employers and managers.  

The bad and ugly 

In 2018, I worked for a global contract research organisation as a laboratory analyst, I was fully 
qualified, graduating with an MSc in Microbiology. I had already been diagnosed with generalised 
anxiety disorder and social anxiety before becoming employed here and had experiences of seasonal 
affective disorder and depression. I did not initially feel that I wanted to disclose any of this to my line 
manager because I was terrified of the potential judgement and subsequent negative treatment that 
I might get because I was ‘different’, I wasn’t treated differently, though I was quiet, I tried to get on 
with my new role. I then ended up being off sick for a non-mental health related reason, and on being 
summoned to the office for the standard return to work meeting, I had an anxiety attack, so decided 
to stop ‘hiding’ and disclosed that I had anxiety to my line manager, and was met with a response of 
“is that it?” which, to me appeared dismissive. I then told her my ‘triggers’ for anxiety attacks (in other 
words, what makes my anxiety spike/cause attacks), and I made clear that the primary one was 
receiving messages, whether verbal, email, or over Lync/Skype, with no context in them, for example 
“can you come up to my office?” or “can I have a chat”, because of the way my brain, with anxiety, 
works – I always catastrophise and think worse case scenario, that I’ve done something wrong. At the 
time, she seemed to take this in.  

Soon after, things started to change. I was given ‘easy’ work, when I wasn’t asked if this was what I 
needed, and in comparison, to other analysts of similar experience, which felt like unfair treatment. I 
needed to be challenged at work, regardless of my mental health conditions. My schedule was often 
changed frequently, always at the absolute last minute, and this almost never happened to anyone 
else, and I found this difficult to handle. When I wasn’t given easier work, I was given work that 
repeatedly had a very late start, reliant upon others to allow me to begin, resulting in a significant 
amount of overtime, which my line manager told me that I wasn’t supposed to be doing any of this 
because I was still on probation, but then said that I was not allowed to leave my work unfinished. I 
was already becoming stressed around 2 months into the role and was told I was too quiet at my 2 
month review. I felt unfairly judged given what I had told my line manager. I felt set up to fail and as a 
perfectionist by nature, this made me feel like a failure at work, overcompensating by trying to do too 
much, which inevitably backfired. 

 After a while I got to know more of my colleagues and got chatting in the office and on occasion in 
the lab, about work. I was accused of shouting in the corridor by my line manager after being 
summoned by a message with no context, and felt unable to defend myself. My manager frequently 
came down to the office to check we were doing what we were supposed to be doing, like we weren’t 
able to be trusted. I started to feel on edge a lot of the time at work, and yet I was really, really nice 
to my line manager despite how I was being treated.  

I continued to be micromanaged, which was really impacting on my performance levels and certainly 
my stress levels. I started to make mistakes that were really uncharacteristic for me, such as using the 
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wrong pipette, using a pipette I knew was unreliable, losing concentration in places where I wouldn’t 
normally. The extremely late schedule changes were really affecting my mental health and stress 
levels and through many one to ones with my line manager, mostly via no context messages, which I 
did tell her to stop, but this was ignored, she made out it was my fault for not being able to adapt, 
though there was no explanation why this never happened as often to anyone else, and why it was 
continual to do this to someone who clearly wasn’t coping with it well. She suggested I prepare the 
day before, which seems ridiculous considering my schedule was likely to change again. 

Eventually, my manager sent me to see occupational health and asked if I wanted her to go with me 
to the appointment and I had said that would be fine. I admitted to the person at occupational health 
that I felt a ‘burden’ to my line manager, and was given some strategies to help me to cope. Things 
did improve at work for a while, though there was hardly ever a mention about anything mental health 
related between colleagues, apart from one older colleague that I spoke to that had experience of 
stress and anxiety, that pointed me in the direction of a useful resource called DARE, but other than 
that, I dare not broach the subject for fear of being ostracised or being treated differently – I just 
wanted to be treated like anyone else. 

Before I was at this workplace, my anxiety had been moderate at worst, but during the course of my 
almost year there, it became increasingly severe, and with the stress, I started having auditory 
hallucinations, which I never told anyone about. The messages with no context continued, with my 
anxiety increasing, to the point where I came under so much stress and had such extremely high levels 
of anxiety that for the only time in my life that I wished I smoked just for something to try and bring 
my anxiety and stress under control. I was constantly putting on “the face” for work, and not of the 
make up kind. I was hypervigilant and jumpy at home and at work, losing a lot of my confidence in my 
skills because of the micromanagement, nit-picking and subsequent mistakes I was making, and I felt 
unable to speak up and challenge what was happening. 
 

My line manager kept telling me that everything was fine, that I was imagining feeling worse, that it 
was in my head, gaslighting me and invalidating how I was feeling. My mental health began to rapidly 
spiral downhill in the last few months of 2018, shortly after an enforced week off cross-tapering my 
anti-depressants and being pressured to give a timescale to return by my manager, then upon my 
return, not being phased in and nobody being ready for my return and my stress levels going into 
overdrive, with my anxiety becoming severe. My manager stated that she was "bored" of my anxiety, 
after causing another panic/anxiety attack before meeting (I unconsciously associated meetings, 
especially one to one’s with getting into trouble). I was constantly overthinking, indecisive, and 
becoming exhausted and burned out from anxiety and stress, dreading the day ahead every morning 
when I got up for work.  

I knew I needed help, and unfortunately at this workplace, the only was to access occupational health 
was via manager referral. I asked, almost pleading on the final of four or five separate occasions to be 
re-referred to get help, but each time was in effect told ‘no’ as she never ‘got round to it’, and by this 
point my anxiety was comparable to living on a cliff edge – I was barely managing to function, probably 
depressed and self stigmatising, and due to the time of year (December), struggling with seasonal 
affective disorder. The week before Christmas, I’d had enough, or rather my mental health had. I 
couldn’t hold myself together anymore. I was in the lab preparing for analysis and I just felt tears in 
my eyes and anxiety rising and I couldn’t stop or control it. I walked out and happened to pass my 
managers office. She asked me if I was alright, and I just went to pieces, and had a breakdown. After I 
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had managed to cohesively form a sentence and told her how I felt, that I couldn’t carry on like this, I 
couldn’t cope, couldn’t do my work. She told me I wasn’t fit to work, that I should go home, but 
followed this up by asking me if I could go and put my stuff in the lab away. I couldn’t quite believe 
that she expected me to do that, what did she want me to say to my colleagues? “Oh, yeah, sorry, 
having a mental breakdown, gotta go”. 

I ended up being signed off work for a week, and when I got home I slept for 12 hours. When I returned, 
my return-to-work meeting was booked via a message without context and I didn’t have the energy 
to protest. On the one occasion I did question a message with no context and asked if I had done 
something wrong, and was told to “just come up” and I was in fear of the consequences if I didn’t so I 
went. I was told at my return-to-work meeting that I was no longer allowed to work in the lab (my role 
was half office based with paperwork and half lab based), because “we don’t want that to happen 
again do we”, and I was pretty much confined to working in the office for the rest of my time at that 
company because they were afraid of, I suppose, something else happening with my mental ill-health, 
or that I was dangerous in some way or untrustworthy. I felt my only option in early 2019 was to 
resign, before I was either forced out, or I became so ill I needed to be sectioned or similar, because I 
felt I was losing control of a part of my life, for the sake of my mental health, I resigned to try and just 
regain some sense of self.  

Good to could do better 

More recently, a stark contrast. I worked at another scientific company on two separate occasions, 
and within the first few weeks on the first occasion that I worked there, I had a one to one with my 
supervisor, where I was completely honest with them and told them about my previous negative 
experience, and my lived experience of anxiety disorders, depression and seasonal affective disorder, 
and they did the best thing that an employer has done for me, they listened to me without judgement 
and asked me what they could do to help me at work with my mental health. They listened to me 
when I told them about my anxiety triggers, particularly the main trigger about messages without 
context, and actually listened. I was treated the same by my manager, supervisor and colleagues after 
I told them. I later had problems which ended up being complex PTSD caused by my previous 
workplace experience, and I needed EMDR therapy, and I communicated this to work and explained 
how this would affect me, and they were really accommodating and understanding. When I returned 
to work there for a second time, I had a period where I struggled with depression, but I did find it easy 
to approach my manager and supervisor (a different one to the first occasion) and to have an honest 
conversation about how I was really feeling, and to then move forward with a plan on how to support 
me, and check in with me at intervals. Unfortunately in the second period of working there, I was a 
temporary employee and temps are not entitled to EAP access or Bupa support, which I believe is 
wrong. My colleagues, for the most part are supportive and look out for each other and for me, and 
openly talk to each other about how things are going with us, and in this environment across both 
periods of working in a place where I have not been micromanaged, allowed to be work autonomously 
and not have to hide that I have mental illness in front of my colleagues. Sadly, very recently, this 
deteriorated for some reason and I started to experience a trauma-type response to the work 
environment because there were significant communication breakdowns and a feeling of being 
silenced, which reminded me of my previous negative experience – trauma doesn’t really ever leave 
you. 
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CASE STUDY 3: Time to Change York – Champion Emma Employer Case Study 
 
What was I like as a colleague before I got signed off work for my mental health? 

At work I was capable, outgoing, qualified, and had exemplary performance reviews summed 
up as, “one of the most hard working yet affable people that I’ve ever worked with”. Privately, 
I lived alone hundreds of miles from friends and family. I had low self-esteem, and despite 
joining local groups, I had no one to talk to about the things that mattered to me. I’d struggled 
with my mental health since the age of ten, and I became very depressed. All my energy went 
on work; I shut down all other aspects of my life until one day, in 2008, I didn’t have the energy 
to live anymore. I was signed off work for a few weeks due to my suicidal thoughts and 
behaviours. How I was treated by my employer once they knew that I experienced mental 
illness had a hugely negative impact on me. 

What did it feel like to be signed off work due to mental ill-health? 

Detrimental and Shameful - being signed off work for my mental illness was awful. I was 
desperate to be ‘well’ and to return to work, so I lied to occupational health and said that I 
was ‘fine’. It felt alienating to be off work for my mental ill-health. I felt immense guilt about 
not working and even felt guilty for buying food, thinking that if I could do that, then surely I 
should be at work. 

Silence - I told a colleague that I was suicidal and had been signed off work, and they 
subsequently told our manager; to this day I have no idea if any of my other colleagues knew. 
I was working for a global organisation and my manager didn’t ask me how I was, but focussed 
on ensuring my work projects were handed over. I felt that I was causing an inconvenience, 
and this added to my guilt and shame. I received no well wishes when we had a culture of 
such gestures for physical illness, and this made me feel undeserving, and as a result I told no-
one else and did not get adequate support.  

What did it feel to return to work after being signed off for my mental ill-health? 

More silence - no one welcomed me back, and certainly no one mentioned my mental health. 
My return involved two weeks of phased working afternoons only, which did help me, but I 
felt not believed and that I was making up my depression to get some ‘free holiday’ as I 
‘looked fine’. Though I self-stigmatised (brought on by societies response to mental ill-health) 
and did not want attention drawn to my mental ill-health, a private acknowledgement would 
have helped. I don’t know why work were silent, but I think it was due to their own stigma 
and ‘fear of upsetting me’, but this reinforced to me a culture of shame. This left me feeling 
supressed and silenced about aspects of my job and made me question whether to bring up 
pertinent work issues. Feeling silenced made me very unhappy at work whereas work had 
been the one thing to give me purpose in life. 

Discrimination - I was treated differently and inferiorly by my employer. I was seen as less 
capable, and was incorrectly put up for redundancy. I successfully fought against this using  
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my excellent performance review history, documented colleague testimonies, and me 
threatening legal action. My experience happened before the Equalities Act 2010, but even 
now I’m very wary of telling an employer about my mental ill-health, as I consider myself to 
be ‘well’ and I don’t disclose unless there is a fundamental work-related reason, or I think it 
will be for a positive purpose for me to disclose.  

Fear – I went back too soon for fear of losing my job, lied, and said I was ‘fine’. However, I also 
desperately wanted to be back at work as work is important to me, gives me purpose, and 
helps me to connect to the world. I feared being passed over for promotion and the ‘best’ 
projects, which did happen. Suddenly barriers were put in place and I was met with caution 
and risk adversity. I never understood this response especially as there was no dialogue as to 
whether my mental health affected my work. 

Incorrect assumptions - assuming that I’d be unreliable and off sick again soon (I’ve not taken 
sick leave for mental ill-health since 2008). Assuming that I was only back because my pay 
might have been reduced to statutory sick pay. Equating mental illness with being less capable 
and I did have to remind them that my skills and abilities hadn’t changed. I felt that the 
organisation was more worried about being at fault or ‘causing me to be ill again’, rather than 
caring about me as a person. I stayed with this employer for two more years (until 2010), but 
always knew that I would leave (on my terms and timescale), and I know that I resigned to go 
to a direct competitor for the sake of my mental health. 

Stigma - With subsequent employers (though not my current one) I have used odd days of 
leave for my mental health, for fear of negative judgement. I’ve been with my current 
employer for over two years and the circumstance has not arisen, so I don’t know how I’d 
behave in that situation today. 

Although workplaces have improved, I think that there is still far too much mental health 
stigma and discrimination at work. Despite the Equalities Act and my sometimes debilitating 
depression I do not class myself as disabled or disclose my mental health on job applications 
or interviews (unless having experience of mental illness is a direct experience requirement 
and even then, I’m selective about what I disclose). This is due to the stigma and 
discrimination that exists and which makes me think that disclosure would put me at a 
disadvantage, so why would I choose to do that?! There are many well-meaning and good 
initiatives such as Metal Health First Aiders, Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs), and 
‘wellbeing’ initiatives, but I’m not convinced that these are that widely used or effective at 
solving mental ill-health at work and absences from work. I believe that it is workplace culture, 
poor managers, bullying, and unrealistic workloads that need to be improved. Senior leaders, 
with autonomy and decision-making power, need to ‘walk the walk’ to remove the stigma of 
mental illness in the workplace, especially as mental illness will be affecting around a quarter 
of their employees. 
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What are the positives from my experiences and things that keep me mentally well at work?  

I’ve changed as a person – I still want to do an excellent job at work, but not at the expense 
of my mental health. I’ve set clearer work boundaries (though some of my colleagues would 
still say that I take on too much). I am more than my job and I have many hobbies and 
volunteering roles so it is less impactful on my mental health if one area of my life is not going 
well. I didn’t communicate and speak up early enough for fear of negative judgement, but in 
hindsight this didn’t help me and I’d be more honest with myself and my manager should I 
become unwell again. Getting some perspective from friends / family / colleagues so that I’m 
not living in my own echo chamber of my mind is very helpful. 

Flexible working and work culture - longer unpaid breaks in the day (with a longer overall 
work day of course) and the ability to work from home or the office, boosts my overall 
productivity and quality of work. Trust, autonomy, feeling that I fit in, and the fact that I enjoy 
my job and day to day work tasks. 

Not being silenced or judged - Not being silenced, but equally not being forced to share or 
‘overshare’ at work. My most trusted confidents are friends outside of work, but my 
colleagues play a huge part in keeping me well and they do know about some of my mental 
ill-health experiences, but it is not something we talk about often; we are of course at work 
to work after all. For me, knowing that I could talk about my mental ill-health to some 
colleagues is preventative. 

Communication – I think this is key. We are all unique and what works for me may not work 
for you and your colleagues, so all I’ll say now is that, if not you, you will be working with at 
least one person with mental ill-health (whether you know it or not), so please think about 
how you can improve the mental health of your colleagues at work. Your attitude and 
behaviours can make a difference. 

 

 

This document has been produced by Time to Change York.  

For more information about our work please visit  

www.yorkcvs.org.uk/time-to-change-york/ 
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