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Introduction  

Work is an important part of most peopleôs lives. 

Yet most people with mental health conditions do 

not work, even though the great majority of them 

report that work is a very important goal. The truth 

is that many people with mental health conditions  

are able to work successfully if they receive the supports they need  

and want.  

The authors believe that people in recovery should have the 

opportunity to live their lives as independently as possible in their 

communities. For many people, work can be an important part of 

recovery, of achieving self -sufficiency, and of maxi mizing their  

potential.  

If you are a person in recovery without a job, you may be wondering 

whether working is a good idea for you. You might want to know 

whether you can find the help you need to prepare for work. You might 

be uncertain about how to get started or worried that you wonôt 

succeed. You might be wondering how to find a job you enjoy and  

begin to build a long - term career for yourself.  This Guide is for you.  

 

 



How to Use This Guide?  

This Guide is designed to pr ovide information 

you may need to figure out whether working is 

right for you, and to help you be successful if 

you do decide to work. It can serve as an  

important  first step in your journey towards employment. You may 

want to read this Guide from start to finish, or you may want to pick 

and choose which sections you think will be most helpful. A list of the 

topics, with descriptions, can be found in this section.  

While this Guide is primarily designed to be of use to individuals who 

are pursuing employment or are thinking about it, it can also be used 

in peer groups, job clubs, clubhouses, psychiatric rehabilitation 

programs, or community mental health settings by g roups of people 

who are meeting regularly to explore the possibility of employment. A 

Facilitatorôs Manual is available to help participants, advocates or 

service providers use this Guide as a way of organizing a work - related 

discussion or support group. T he Facilitatorôs Manual includes 

guidelines for group participants, discussion topics, and strategies for 

helping people make the best possible use of the information in each  

section.  

Reading about and talking about employment sometimes makes 

people a little uneasy. It can bring up hopes and dreams, as well as 

fears and memories of past experiences. It can be very helpful to 

discuss your reactions with a supportive group of people who a re 

exploring how to handle mental health challenges and work. This sort 

of group can provide opportunities to learn from each otherôs 

experiences, and to offer mutual advice and support. If you are not  

using this Guide with a group, we encourage you to dis cuss your  
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reactions with a friend, family member o r counselor. Take your time, 

get all the information and support you need and want, and then you 

will be able to make up your own mind about the role of work in  your  

life.  

Defining Our Terms:  

Work  

For the purposes of this Guide, when we say 

ñworkò we mean paid employment. There are 

many different kinds of paid employment to 

consider when you are trying to figure out what  

might be the best match for your interests and abilities. You may want 

to work full time, part time, seasonally or only once in a wh ile. You 

may want to work for a big company, a small business, or be self -  

employed. You may want to work with other people, or alone. You may 

stay at the same job for a long time or change jobs frequently. There 

are many possibilities, and all of them are  reasonable ways to think  

about work.  

A Word about Words  

There are a lot of different ways to talk about people in recovery. 

Formerly, individuals in recovery were referred to as ópeople having 

psychiatric disabilitiesô or ópeople with mental illnesses.ô Due to issues 

associated with stigma and discrimination, some individuals do not 

want to be identified in those ways. Some individuals are okay with 

being referred to as óconsumersô (of mental health services). 

Throughout this Guide, we have chosen to ta lk about ópeople with 

mental health challengesô or óa person with a mental health diagnosisô 
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or  óa person in recovery.ô You will see the term ñdisabilityò used in this 

Guide when there are legal implications or funding regulations 

associated with it, as when asking for óreasonable accommodations 

under the Americans with Disabilities Act, or when see king services 

from a state vocational rehabilitation agency. Most of the time, 

however, we will be talking about how people with mental health 

conditions who have difficulties related to moods, behaviors, or 

cognitive states may be helped to pursue, obtain  and maintain  

employment.  

Rehabilitation  

In this document, we will refer to Psychiatric Rehabilitation and 

Vocational Rehabilitation. Psychiatric Rehabilitation refers to services 

that are designed to help people with mental health challenges to 

develop  their social, occupational and living skills towards the goal of 

living as independently as possible in the community. Vocational 

Rehabilitation refers to the part of that process that is specifically 

about work and work - related skills.  

The Guide  

Getting a first job, getting a better job, or 

developing your career will require a significant 

amount of time and effort on your part. Ideally, 

this Guide can help you decide what you want to 

do, prepare yourself for each step, and proceed  

with a clear se nse of direction.  The Guide has fifteen sections,  

described below:  
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1. An Introduction to Mental Health Challenges and Work: 

This section, which you are reading right now, introduces the 
topic of work for people with mental health challenges, gives a 
detailed description of the sections that follow an d how to use 
them, and provides some definitions of key terms.  

2. The Importance of Work: This section describes some of the 
advantages of working, and the evidence that work is a realistic 
possibility for people with mental health challenges. It also 
includes some tips for helping you make your own decisions 
about work, and some strategies for getting started.  

3. Barriers to Employment and Resources for Overcoming 
Them: In this section  we review some barriers to employment, 
and some strategies and resources that may overcome these 
barriers. The section also contains descriptions of some of the 
most common types of programs that help people in recovery to 

work.  

4. Empowerment: You Are  in Charge: This section explains the 
idea of empowerment, and provides suggestions for how to take 

charge of your own rehabilitation. This includes tips for how to 
make sure that your support team helps you do what YOU want 
to do, and respects your right to make decisions for yourself.  

5. Self - Assessment and Planning:  The best way to set yourself 
up for a good job experience is to clarify for yourself what your 
interests, skills and desires are and then look for a job that 
matches them. This section is  designed to help you systematically 
assess your vocational abilities and preferences. This section will 
also help you consider how you want work to fit into the rest of 
your life; and to consider how your financial situation, 
responsibilities, relationshi ps, schedule, location, and health will 
affect, or be affected by, going to work.  
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6. Applying for Jobs: This section explains some things you might 

need to know about applying for jobs. It provides some 
suggestions for how to look for job openings, how to use the 
Internet in your search, how to keep good records of your job 
search, and how to keep a positive outlook in the process.  

7. Résumés, Cover Letters, and Job Application Forms: This 
section provides detailed information about how to create 
effective résumés and cover letters to use when you apply for 
job s, and how to fill out job application forms. Specific strategies 
for dealing with gaps in oneôs work history are provided. 

8. Job Interviews: This section will help you practice and prepare 
for job interviews, and includes tips for handling tricky ques tions. 

Interview follow -up procedures are also discussed.  

9. SSI Work Incentives: Sometimes individuals who receive 
SSI are afraid to work because they believe that they will lose 
their check or their medical benefits. The truth is that many 
people work  and continue to receive all or part of their SSI 
benefits. This section explains exactly how the SSI Work 

Incentive programs operate, so that you can make informed  
decisions about what combination of work and SSI will be best for 
you. The section includes  information about how PASS (Plans for 
Achieving Self -  Support) and IRWE (Impairment Related Work 
Expenses) can be used, information about the Ticket - to -Work 
Program, how to keep track of different kinds of income, and tips 
for record keeping and budgeting . 

10. SSDI Work Incentives: Sometimes individuals who receive 
SSI are afraid to work because they believe that they will lose 

their check or their medical benefits. The truth is that many 
people work and continue to receive all or part of their SSI 
bene fits. This section explains exactly how the SSI Work 
Incentive programs operate, so that you can make informed 
decisions about what combination of work and SSI will be best  for  
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you. The section includes information about how PASS (Plans for 

Achieving Self -  Support) and IRWE (Impairment Related Work 
Expenses) can be used, information about the Ticket - to -Work 
Program, how to keep track of different kinds of income, and tips 
for record keeping and budgeting.  

11.  Your Rights in the Workplace: Job Accommodations  
and the ADA: The ADA (Americans with Disabilities Act)  is an 
important law that protects the civil rights of people with 
disabilities, including those with mental health challenges. It is 
especially important in making it illegal for employers to 

discriminate (in hiring, firing, promotion or supervision) on t he 
basis of disability. The ADA also requires that employers provide 
persons with disabilities ñreasonable accommodationsò in the 
workplace. Read this section to learn about your workplace 
rights under the ADA, and to learn about job accommodations 

that ca n be helpful to people with mental health challenges.  

12. Dealing with Disclosure, Discrimination and Harassment 
on the Job: Even though your rights in the workplace are 
protected by the ADA, you may still experience unfair treatment. 

This section will help you figure out what to do if you are 
experiencing discrimination or harassment on the job. This 
section also includes a discussion of the advantages and 
disadvantages of disclosing your mental health challenges. This 
is a very delicate and personal is sue, and it is important to think 

carefully about whether, when, and whom you should tell.  

13.  Starting Work: What to Expect and How to Prepare:  
This section will help you know what to expect when you start a 
new job. In addition to learning a lot of ne w information at once, 

you will also have to be prepared to interact with new people, 
get used to a new routine and handle other possible changes in 

your day - to -day life.  
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14.  Mobilizing Long - Term Employment Supports:  

This section will help you anticipate the supports you might need 
to stay at your job on an ongoing basis, supports that any 
worker might need, and supports that might be related to your 
mental health challenges. Included is information about different 

sou rces of support, and how to access them.  

15.  Prioritizing Work for Your Future:  

All people who work have to figure out how to keep work a 
priority, balance responsibilities, and take good care of 
themselves so that they can continue to work and function . This 

section will help you think about how to maintain stability in 
your work life, and how a stable work life can have a positive 
impact on other areas of your life.  

If you are unsure about working, reading through this Guide may help 

you to figure t hings out. If you have already decided to pursue 

employment, we hope this Guide will help you to be successful in 

finding a job thatôs right for you. We wish you the best of luck on your 

journey to employment!  
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Section 2:  

The Importance of Work  

In this Section:  
ö Introduction  
ö Benefits  
ö Is  it possible for 

me to work?  
ö How do I decide?  
ö How to get 

started?  
ö Additional 

Resources  
 

 



Introduction  

You may wonder whether working is a good idea for 

you. This Section will review some of the advantages 

of working. It wi ll also address whether it is possible  

for people with mental health challenges to work. (Spoiler alert: it is!) 

And it will give you some pointers about how to make your own  

decisions about work.  

Benefits  

The benefits of working include:  

Å Money: Obviously, work provides income to help  

support ourselves and our families, and to plan for the future. Having 

your own money will help you live independently and make your own  

choices.  

Å Health: People who work are often physically healthi er 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 have 

emotional ills than those who do not. Work provides structure, helps 

people stay active and involved, and helps t hem exercise their bodies, 

minds, creativity, and skills. In addition, meeting the daily demands of 

a job means spending less time on the challenges of having a mental  

health diagnosis.  

Å Connections to Other People: Loneliness and isolation are  

common problems of people with mental health challenges. Work can 

provide an opportunity to interact with other people on a regular basis. 

Some people will become good sources of support for you at work;  

some may become close personal friends. Many people have met their  
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spouses  at work. In other words, work can be a great place to form  

valuable relationships.  

Å Meaning: Work provides most of us with a way to contribute to  

our community and a chance to prove our own value. There are many 

other ways for people to carve ou t a positive role for themselves, but 

work is often a central part of who we are and how other people think 

of us. It can provide a sense of accomplishment and the feeling of  

being part of a larger group with a purpose.  

Å A Sense of Future: Work can give us a sense of where we are  

headed in life. Whether we want to earn a promotion or a raise or 

develop new skills, working can motivate us to move forward and 

improve our lives. Working is a way of investing in ourselves and our  

future.  

Is it possible for me to work?  

Yes! People in recovery can work, especially if they have 

the support they need.  

Lots of people in recovery do work: Those who are working 
hold a wide range of jobs, from entry - level positions to more 
demanding jobs and pr ofessional careers. In industry, business, 
social services, tourism, food services, journalism, health care, 
and nearly every occupational category, there are workers who 
have mental health challenges. People in recovery are 
increasingly showing their capa city to hold onto jobs; itôs about 
learning to manage the challenges and get the right supports.  

¶ 

¶ Jobs are available in a wide variety of patterns: Some 
people work in traditional 9 - to -5, 5 -day -a-week jobs. Many 
others work in part - time positio ns, on short - term assignments,  
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on  their own schedule, or are self -employed. This reflects 

changing patterns in the national workforce.  

¶ Job accommodations can be made available at most jobs: 
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), which became 
enforceable in 1992, forbids discri mination in hiring and 
promotions because of disabilities, AND requires employers to 
make ñreasonable accommodationsò to the needs of working 
persons with disabilities, including psychiatric disabilities, as long 
as they can perform the ñessential functionsò of the job. 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.  
Section 11 in this series has more information about job 
accommodations and the ADA.  

¶ Employment programs have helped people find and keep 
jobs: A new generation of vocational rehabilitation programs 

helps people find ñreal jobs for real payò quickly, without long -  
term placements in workshops and pre -vocational classes. These 
programs are proving very successful in preparing people for 
work, finding them jobs, and supporting them on the job. See 

Section 3 for more information about rehabilitation p rograms.  

¶ More employers report that they are willing to give people 
with mental health challenges a chance: Although employer 
attitudes toward people with mental health challenges have been 
slow to change, the numbers of employers and personnel 
managers who say they are willing to consider a job application 
from someone with a mental health diagnosis is growing steadily.  

¶ You may be able to find the kind of job you want more 
easily than you think . Or you may continue to have difficulty  
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working  because of your challenges, or for other reasons. The 

right match between the individual and the job, and the right 
supports from employment programs, can make all the 
difference.  

How do I decide?  

Make your decision based on accurate information. Also,  

figure out what you really want for yourself; donôt decide 

based on what someone else thinks you should do.  

Consider the whole picture. You may have mental health 
challenges, but you are a whole person with abilities, skills, 
interests, ideas, relationshi ps, needs, feelings and dreams. 
Consider what working might mean for all of these aspects of 
your life.  

¶ 

¶ Take the initiative. It takes energy, commitment, and effort to 
pursue employment. While there are many people and programs 
that can help y ou, they will not (and should not) do it for you. If 
you know what you want to do, start doing it. If you know you 

need support, 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 worth spending the time to sort out the myths 
from the facts about work. You may need help to find out 
everything you want to know. Take your time. Donôt be afraid to 
ask questions.  

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

-  Mental health professionals used to think that work  would  be 
too stressful or upsettin g for people in recovery. Some  may  
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still  say that you should ñstabilize your conditionò before 

considering employment. You need to decide for yourself 
whether vocational rehabilitation or working would be too 
stressful, or whether it could help you.  

-  Vocational rehabilitation counselors o r case managers may 
have told you that finding a job would be difficult. But times 
have changed! More and more counselors recognize the 
value of employment for individuals with mental health 
challenges. You may need to help counselors recognize your 

potent ial 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 worry that they will not be 
able to protect you, or that your challenges will get worse.  
You may need to help them find ways that they can show 

their caring by supporting your desire to work.  

How to get started?  

If you are reading this brochure, congratulate 

yourself: you have already started! You may want to 

use the rest of this guide as you continue. Here are 

some more things you can do:  

¶ Think about what you might like to do: What kind of work 
would you prefer? What 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 interests, and your potential before you get 
started.  
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¶ There is a great resource you can use to help you 

answer these questions: it is a government 
website called http://www.onetonline.org/ or 
O*net. O*net lists hundreds of jobs along with job  
descriptions, salaries, and job qualifications. It also has an 
interest survey that helps you identify what you like and donôt 
like in a job, and makes suggestions based upon your responses. 
The website is www.onetonline.org.  

¶ Talk about your work ambitions with people who can help: 

Spend time with family members and friends ex ploring your ideas 
and hopes; and seek out a counselor, case manager, peer 
specialist, or vocational rehabilitation worker to help you explore 
your options and think through your plans.  

¶ Work with local rehabilitation program personnel: There are 
a variety of programs that work with individuals to attain their 
vocational goals. For example, each state in the country has an 
office that focuses on vocational rehabilitation for individuals with 

disabilities. Different states have different names for the se 
rehabilitation services ï some are Offices of Vocational 
Rehabilitation (OVR), others are Divisions of Rehabilitation 
Services, etc. -  but they are part of every state human services 
systems. Their mission is to help people who have disabilities 
identif y a vocational goal and gain competitive employment. They 
may fund training or education when appropriate to help people 
gain the qualifications necessary to find a job in their chosen 
field. Individuals must have a documented disability and be 
willing to go through the process to establish the disability. This 
may include a psychiatric evaluation, tests to establish a learning 

disability if appropriate, or physical examinations when the 
individual has a physical disability. They also offer placement 
servic es that may include individual or group assistance. Not 
everyone with a disability will qualify for services. For more 
information, check out the website for your state  government,  

A Practical Guide for People with Mental Health Conditions Who Want to W ork  

Temple Collaborative on Community Inclusion for Individuals with Psychiatric Disabilities  
|  

18  

 

http://www.onetonline.org/
http://www.onetonline.org/


and look for an óoffice of vocational rehabilitationô or similar 

name.  

¶ Assert yourself: Even if someone tells you that you are ótoo sick 
to ever workô or ótoo sick to work yet,ô keep looking for the 
encouragement and support you need to make it possible for you 
to work.  

¶ Find peer - run programs: Many peer - run programs, sometimes 

called peer resource centers, run job club s and other self -help 
activities and can provide a supportive group of people who can 
share concerns, strategies, and solutions. For more  
information check out the website for the National 
Association of Peer Specialists (NAPS) at 
www.naops.org or contact your local Mental Health 
Association.  

¶ Be willing to try! You might have to try a few different jobs 
before you can tell 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. Youôll never know until you try!  

YOU CAN DO IT!  

If you decide that you really want to work, donôt let anybody tell you 

that you canôt 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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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES  

 
Check out the following websites for information on 
issues facing individuals who have psychiatric 
disabilities:  

o The Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation at Boston 
University has resources, curricula, and workbooks  at 
http://cpr.bu.edu/ ;  

o Virginia Commonwealth University has a 
Rehabilitation and Research Training Center on 
employment that has information and  resources 
about work and disability issues at 
www.worksupport.com ;  and  

o The Judge David L. Bazelon Center, which deals with 
legal and advocacy issues, has a website that includes 
information on community in tegration and 
employment at http://www.bazelon.org/Where -we -  
tand/community -  
integration/employment/employment -policy -  
documents.aspx  
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Introduction  

If you are a person in recovery who wants to 

enter or re -enter the workforce, you will need to 

be both realistic (acknowledging that you may 

face very real barriers to employment) and 

resourceful (learning how to overcome those  

barriers as you move toward your goal).  

In this chapter, we will review some of the most common problems 

faced by people with mental health diagnoses who want to find (or 

keep) a job, and some of the programs and strategies that can help 

you solve these problems. You can carry out some of the st rategies 

yourself; other strategies may require the help of a counselor, 

therapist, job coach or peer specialist.  

Not every person with mental health challenges has all of these 

problems; this list is intended to encourage people to evaluate their 

own situ ation and to consider what strategies might help them.  

Remember: there are strategies and supports to help you address 

whatever problems you may encounter as you enter the workforce, 

and supports are available from several different types of vocational 

pro grams designed to help people in recovery find and keep jobs. In 

the second part of this Section, you can get some ideas about which 

ones might be helpful.  

Symptoms of mental health conditions can cause difficulties on the job 

for some people. With proper planning, care, and support, you can 

manage most mental health challenges and they do not have to keep 

you from working. Talk to your psychiatrist or therapist about how to 

address any such problems so that your job wonôt be affected. 

Adjusting your medica tions or treatment plan may be an important  

part of your strategy for minimizing any difficulties.  
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Direct Impacts  

Here are some of the barriers that are a direct result of 

mental health challenges, and some coping strategies  

that can help you manage them at work.  
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Cognitive Barriers : Difficulty 
processing or filtering information, 
remembering things, or  

concentrating can interfere with 
your ability to work.  

 

Strategy : You can learn 
organizational techniques to 
compensate for any cognitive 

barriers. For instance, taking 
notes and creating lists can help 
you keep track of work 
responsibilities. Your employer 
may also help by providing  written 
instructions, minimizing 
distractions, or offering other 
accommodations.  

Perceptual Distortions : 
Sometimes individuals perceive 

ordinary situations, objects and 
people as threatening, unfriendly, 
strange or un usual.  

Strategy : People you trust can 
help you test the reality of the 

situation and maintain a realistic 
view of the world around you.  

 

Problems with Moods or 
Anxiety : When a mood changes 
quickly, is too extreme, or doesnôt 
match the current situati on, 
people may behave in ways that 
are not appropriate to their work 
environment. Serious bouts of 

anxiety or depression can be 
distressing and make it hard to 
focus on your job.  

 

Strategy : Learn to avoid situations 
that trigger extreme moods or 
anxiety , and acquire methods for 
preventing moods or anxiety from 
getting out of control. There are 
stress -reduction techniques such 
as breathing, meditation and 

relaxation exercises that can help 
you manage and minimize the 
disruptions that result from 
extreme o r quick -changing moods. 

Also, it is important to get enough  
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 sleep and eat a healthy diet: 
people are better able to handle 
stress and anxiety if they are in 
good physical condition. See 
Resources for Wellness at the end 

of this Section.  

Affective Barriers : Some mental 
health conditions can affect the 
way people express their 
emotions: your facial expression 
or tone of voice may show either 
very little emotion or too much 
emotion. This can lead to 
misunderstandings with co -  
workers.  

 

Learn more about what types of 
emotional expressions are 
expected by the people around 
you, and learn to concentrate on 
expressing your feelings so that 
others understand you better.  

 

Unpredictability of Challenges : 
Mental health challenges can 
appear, or reappear, unexpectedly 
even if they have been under 
control for some time. This may 

make you nervous about going to 
work.  

 

Learn to recognize early warning 
signs so that you can get effective 
help early on, and avoid a crisis.  
In medical terms, these  warning 
signs are called ñprodromal 

symptoms.ò Ask your doctor to 
help you learn to identify your 
prodromal symptoms and what 
you can do when they occur  
. 

 



Indirect Impacts  

Some barriers are not directly d ue to mental health challenges  

but create problems nonetheless.  
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Indirect Barriers  Strategy  

Treatment Effects : These are 
negative effects caused by some 
mental health treatments. The 
most common example would be 
medication side effects, which can 
range from annoying (such as dry 
mouth) to significant (such as 
weight gain).  

 

Learn to take greater control over 
your own treatment. Know the 
side effects of any medications  the 
doctor prescribes and if there are 
alternatives that may not affect 
you the same way. Ask your 
doctor to work with you to find 
medications and dosages that 
manage your issues but will not 
interfere with your ability to work. 
It is important for you to make 
decisions about your care based 
upon your wishes and achieving 
the best outcomes with the least 
side effects. Tell your doctor how 
important it is to you to maintain 
or obtain  employment.  

 

Low Tolerance for Stress : It 
can take a lot of concentratio n to 
manage the challenges of your 

condition and work at the same 
time. Because of this, you may 
have less energy or patience to 
deal with even the ordinary 
stresses of the workplace. Even if  

Learn techniques for managing 
your issues in addition to 
rela xation and other approaches 

to help you handle stress.  
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you are adequately handling your 
work stress, you might still feel 
overwhelmed in some other areas 
of your life.  

 

 

Interpersonal Barriers : Many 
people experience mental health 
challenges for the first time late in 
adolescence, when most people 
fine - tune their social skills and 
interpersonal style. If you 
experienced the onset of problems 
at that time, you may have 
missed the opportunity to learn 
the interpersonal skills you need 
on the job (e.g., negotiating, 
relati onship building, persuasion, 
etc.). This can cause you to feel 
awkward or unsure of yourself 
around other people, and to 
become isolated both in the 

community and at  work.  
 

With practice, you can learn to 
interact more effectively with 
others through pa rticipation in 
groups, by imitating contact with 
others, and by observing how 
people interact with each other. 
You can role -play situations at 
work with someone you trust.  
There are also many self -help 
books available that can help you 
learn how to handle yourself and 
what to say in different situations.  

 

Interrupted Work Histories : If 
you have had extended periods of 
unemployment or have changed 
jobs a lot due to your mental 
health issues, it may be difficult to 
convince a potential employer that 
you ar e dependable and a hard 
worker.  

 

Develop a skills -based résumé, 
emphasizing what you can do and 
have done. Use volunteer work to 
develop skills, and to add recent 
work experience and references to 
your résumé. (See Section 7 for 
more information about creating 
résumés.)  

 

Employer Discrimination and 
Stigma : Some employers will 
discriminate against you if they 

become aware of your psychiatric  

Learn how to decide whether to let 
people know that you have a 
disability, and learn about the 

rights you have which protect you  

 



You can learn how to maximize your capacity for productive work by 

increasing your skills, by developing good coping strategies, and by 

using the supports available to you. There are many people wh o can 

help you figure out how to overcome the barriers to work, including 

family members, friends, and service providers. Sometimes the most 

helpful person may be someone who has overcome similar barriers,  

such as a peer specialist.  

Some people may tell  you that you canôt or shouldnôt work. These 

people may be trying to protect you. Decide for yourself whether you 

want to take on the risks and rewards of work. Ask the people who  

care about you to support you in making your own choices.  

Vocational Rehabilitation Program Models  

There are several different types of vocational 

rehabilitation programs that can help you address barriers  

such as the ones reviewed above. Each has advantages and  
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history because they believe 
negative stereotypes about people 
with mental health challenges. No 
matter how far you have come in 
your recovery and how 
experienced you may be in your 
chosen field, this may still happen. 
Also, you may encounter co -  
workers who have similar negative 
attitudes.  

 

against  discrimination. (See 
Section 12 for a more detailed 
discussion of the pros and cons of 
disclosure, and Section 11 for 
information about your rights 
under the Americans with 
Disabilities Act.)  

 

 

 



disadvantages. Learn about each app roach, and find out what is 

available in your area. Talk with agencies that offer these programs 

and ask as many questions as you need to in order to find a program 

that you think will work best for you. Check out the Internet resources  

listed under each p rogram and at the end of this Section.  

¶ Clubhouse Program and Transitional Employment (TE). 
Clubhouses are programs for individuals with mental health 
diagnoses. Participants are called ñmembersò and run most of the 

functions of the clubhouse with m inimal staff intervention. At the 
core of the program is the vocational component, including work 

at the program as well as ótransitional employment.ô 

Transitional employment (TE) gives individuals who are not ready 
for competitive employment an opportu nity to try working at sites 
in the community on a short - term basis ï for anywhere from 
three to six months. TE helps people develop basic work skills 
that they could apply to any job (e.g., sticking to a work 
schedule, adjusting to the pace of a work day) . TE programs offer 

an opportunity to practice working in entry - level positions. After 
an initial placement, people are either offered a different 
transitional job, or may begin looking for a regular competitive 
job. In TE, anyone who wants to is usually g iven the opportunity 
to work, and the program staff provides necessary job training 
and coaching. Members are compensated for their work either 
directly by the employer or through the clubhouse. Clubhouses 
help with permanent competitive employment as well . For more 
information about clubhouses , visit Fountain House, the nationôs 
first clubhouse,  at  

http://www.fountainhouse.org/ . In addition, the 
Fountain House website has a list of clubhouse 
coalitions throu ghout the U.S. at 
http://www.iccd.org.coalitions.html . 
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¶ Supported Employment (SE). Supported employment helps 

individuals obtain competitive employment at jobs that pay 
minimum wage and above, at worksites that include both 
individuals with and withou t mental health diagnoses. Generally, 
an employment specialist or job coach is assigned to work with 

you on an individual basis as well as in groups.  

Many SE programs have job clubs where people can gain peer 
support and share job leads and concerns. Su pport varies 
depending upon the type of funding the program receives. It 
generally includes individualized assistance from the employment 

specialist (or job coach) where the individual and the support 
person decide upon what services are needed. Services i nclude 
help with résumé writing and job interviews, identifying job leads, 
using the Internet for job searches, and support once the 
individual starts the job. In this type of program, job placements 
that meet your specific interests and skills are sought;  and the 

jobs are not time - limited, as they are in Transitional Employment.  

Many programs use the supported employment principles 
established by the federal Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration (SAMHSA), which research has shown to 
be the most successful approach to finding and keeping 
employment. It is known as an evidence -based practice because 
its effectiveness has been proven by numerous research studies. 
For more information on supported employment, check out 
SAMHSAôs Supported Employment Toolkit at 
http://store.samhsa.gov/product/Supported -  
Employment -Evidence -Based -Practices -EBP-  
KIT/SMA08 -4365 . The toolkit can be downloaded free 
of charge.  

¶ Individual Placement with Supports (IPS). IPS is a form of 
ósupported employment,ô described above, but in this approach 
there is a team of professionals to serve the person in  recovery. 
The team consists of a psychiatrist, case manager,  employment  
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specialist, nurse, and other providers who work with the person  in 

all aspects of life. The employment specialist helps the person 
find a regular job in the ñcompetitiveò job market, and provides 
follow -along support. The employment specialist also works with 
the rest of the team to share informati on, anticipate problems 

and develop effective solutions and  strategies.  

The IPS model is often used in Programs of Assertive Community 
Treatment (PACT) settings and Community Mental Health 
Centers, many of which are balancing their clinical services wit h 
more vocational programming. Many programs use peer support 

specialists to help individuals with various aspects of seeking and 
retaining employment. Some mental health agencies may  operate 
programs using psychiatric rehabilitation  principles,  
which heav ily emphasize employment services. 
The U.S. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Association 
website, www.uspra.org , describes the services 
offered in psychiatric rehabilitation programs and 

resources for employment.  

¶ Peer - Operated Programs. Some programs use TE, SE or IPS 
models within peer -operated (or consumer -operated) programs 
rather than programs that are run by service professionals. Peer -  
run programs, in addition to clubhouses (mentioned above), 
might also offe r peer support groups, job clubs, and opportunities 

to develop skills or work with a mentor.  

Some peer -operated programs have started their own 
independent businesses. Often these are groups of people from 
peer - run organizations who decide to work toget her to create 

employment opportunities for themselves. Sometimes they have 
been able to get start -up money from agencies or other service 
programs; other times they have applied for grants or sought 

investors. Peer support as well as business skills are th e key to  
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peer -operated  businesses.  

¶ Group Placements. Some agencies offer group placements as 
well as individual placements. Some people may not be ready for 
competitive employment and would like to try working with their 
peers first. Working with a group of other people  may provide a 
sense of safety, security and companionship.  

There are several different types of group placements. 
Sometimes a rehabilitation program brings in work for a group to 
do. Many service agencies start an agency -sponsored business in 

order to offer individuals an onsite structured work experience.  
Other group placements involve sending groups out to do work in 
various locations as a mobile work crew. Some agencies partner 
with the federal government through the AbilityOne Program, 
where a commu nity agency produces a product or delivers a 
service to a federal agency, including military bases  
and government offices. Check out the AbilityOne 
Program at http://www.abilityone.org or NISH, the 
federal over sight organization, at www.nish.org . 

In group placements, groups of employees are usually supervised by  

agency staff. Group placements can help you get ready for an 

individual placement or competitive employment.  

Key Program Features to Look For  

Research has shown that there are some features of 

vocational rehabilitation programs that are especially 

effective in helping people in recovery obtain and maintain 

employment. Keep these in mind as you explore programs in  

your area:  
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¶ Rapid Job Placement . Some of the most effective programs 

minimize prevocational services and seek to place you in a óreal 
job for real payô as quickly as possible. Sometimes the best way 
to learn a job is by doing a job.  

¶ On - the - Job and Off - the - Job Supports. Effective programs 
tend to offer you supports either by joining you on the job (if 
thatôs what you would like) or providing assistance before and/or 
after your shift. Some people are more comfortable with just 
phone con tact once a week. You should have a choice of how you 

want your support handled.  

¶ Ongoing Support . People with mental health challenges may 
need support on an ongoing basis, from the time they start their 
job search through the time they start worki ng. Peer support, in 
particular, is an effective strategy for ongoing supporters.  

¶ Individual Choice. The most effective programs listen carefully 
to what you want and make sure that you set and pursue your 

own goals and proceed at your own pace.  

¶ Availability of Peer Support. It is helpful to have the support 
of people who have been through similar programs and 
succeeded. Having someone to show you the ropes, tell you  what 
enabled them to succeed, and provide personalized support and 
encourag ement can make a world of difference.  óPeer specialistsô 
ï people who have experienced mental illnesses in their own lives 
but now work as counselors within the mental health system ï 
are often specially trained to help others consider, find, and keep 
a j ob in the competitive labor  market.  

¶ Clinical/Rehabilitation Linkages. Research has shown better 
employment outcomes when your rehabilitation counselor or 
employment specialist and clinical service providers (e.g., 

therapist, psychiatrist) communicate with each other and work  
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together  to support you.  

¶ Job Variety. Itôs important that you have the opportunity to 
pursue a wide variety of jobs, depending on your vocational 
interests, skills and qualifications. Entry - level jobs are right for 
some, semi -skilled and skilled work is ri ght for others, and a 
professional role is a good fit for still others. Programs that 
match your interest, skills and experience with job opportunities 

do best in helping people to stay employed.  

¶ Assistance with Career Development. An effective program 

will help you develop and pursue your own career goals, and 
proceed at your own pace. You do not have to stay in one job 
forever. You may want to move on to more demanding or better -  
paid work, or pursue further training. A good progra m will help 
you explore your options and figure out what is best for you. If 
you are interested in furthering your education, whether itôs 
obtaining a high school diploma or GED or enrolling in a college or 
certificate program, help should be available in connecting you to 
the right people. If you have any interest in post -secondary 
school, check out the Temple University Collaborativeôs A Practical 

Guide for People with Disabilities who Want to Go to College at 
http://www.tucollaborative.org/pdfs/education/Colle  
ge_Guide.pdf . It covers all the major issues you  
need  to consider before enrolling in school, and has 
a lengthy list of resources at the end.  

Self - Employment  

For some individuals, self -employment offers a viable 

alternative to working at a job site. It offers flexibility of  

hours and eliminates the iss ue of having to conform to someone elseôs 

expectations. On the other hand, there is much less stability in terms  
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