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Background 
Introduction to Working with Barriers 
Key stakeholders perceptions
Preliminary survey data
Next steps 
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National Survey of Mental Health and 
Wellbeing (ABS, 2007), based on Australians 
16-85 years:

45.5% experience mental illness at some point in 
their life
20% experience mental illness in any year

People with mental illness have low rates of 
labour force participation - 28.2% vs 81% for 
Australians without a disability (ABS, 2004)
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Almost half of those with mental illness 
also have difficulties with substance use 
and report considerable disability in 
relation to work (Henderson, Andrew, & 
Hall, 2000)
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National Mental Health and Disability Employment 
Strategy (September 2009): 

An important aspect of social inclusion is the 
opportunity to get a job. Having employment 

provides obvious benefits like higher income and 
greater self-esteem, but it can also help connect 

people with society by establishing friendships and 
support networks.
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Objectives:

Understand barriers to obtaining and maintaining 
employment for job seekers with mental illness 
and drug & alcohol problems

Generate information to develop effective 
strategies to support employment service 
providers to identify and address the needs of 
these job seekers.
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Research partnership
Break Thru People Solutions

Initial Recruitment: Specialist employment 
assistance to job seekers with mental illness 
Recently broadened:  sites from Sydney metro
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Research partnership
The University of Sydney

Research expertise   
Resources: Library resources, analysis software  
Supervision of research
Dissemination within academia

The Steering Committee
Sydney University, Faculty of Health Sciences
Break Thru People Solutions
Jonine Penrose-Wall, JPW Results
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Methodology 
2 year, multi-method study design 
Systematic literature review
Study 1: Semi-structured in-depth 
interviews

6 job seekers ( clients ), 6 Employment 
Consultants, 5 support persons
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Age Years 
Education

Qualifications Years   
unemplo-

yment

Living 
arrangements

Diagnosis Drug & alcohol 
history 

1 47 10 Commenced 2 
TAFE courses 
(incomplete)

10 Boarding house Schizophrenia/ 
Depression/ ADD 

Current: alcohol
Past: heroin, 
alcohol

2 29 11 Commenced 2 
TAFE courses 
(incomplete)

4 Family of origin Schizophrenia Past: marijuana 

3 57 8 None 4 5 Public housing Depression Current: 
marijuana
Past: marijuana,
alcohol, LSD

4 43 8 Apprentice chef 3 Family (wife) Schizophrenia/  
Depression

Current: alcohol
Past: alcohol

5 33 10 Commenced 2 
TAFE courses 
(incomplete)

1 Shared 
accommodation

Schizophrenia/   
Depression

Past: alcohol

6 33 12 Commenced 
university 
(incomplete)

6 Boarding house Schizophrenia Past: marijuana, 
alcohol 
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Richard is a 47 year old, Australian born man. He has been diagnosed with 
depression, schizophrenia and ADD. After leaving school, Richard enrolled in an 
apprenticeship but was unable to finish because of lack of family support. Richard 
previously worked as a labourer, but he has been unemployed for 10 years. 

Richard has been registered as a client of Break Thru for about one year. Break 
Thru is his 4th employment service provider. Support Richard has received from 
Break Thru has included regular (weekly) meetings, career preparation training, 
resume preparation, assistance with accessing training & obtaining his licence. 
Richard particularly enjoyed his work experience So work experience, it s not the 
work, I don t care what the work is.  It s getting you out of the house to mix with 
society so you start becoming normal like everyone else .
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Richard believes that employment service staff need a better understanding of the 
impact of mental illness on employment. Some staff forget that they re dealing 
with a person that has a mental illness So when they ask this person to do 
something and they say, no, and they want to force this on them, they re thinking, 
well, this person s normal so that could be very frustrating and it inhibits or is a 
backward step in the program because you start building up resentment.  

A previous user of heroin (triggered by past experience of sexual abuse), Richard is 
currently on a methadone program & also has issues with alcohol. He has never 
disclosed his drug and alcohol issues with any employer out of fear of losing his 
job. you don t tell them because they think you re a thief or whatever the 
case may be
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Richard perceives his mental illness as the most significant barrier to employment. 
My difficulties in getting a job is mental problems because  when you re feeling 
negative you re feeling depressed.  You might have a job interview on, but you 
can t get out the door. He also found being on a methadone program as a barrier 
to employment, Richard believes that the program deliberately stopped his 
employment at a vet clinic. However, Richard believes he has a number of 
strengths that could be attractive to employers, such as his attention to detail and 
confidence I still think I ve got some worth . 
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Results: 

Participant Position Years working in
this position

EC 1 Employment Consultant 1.5

EC 2 Employment Consultant 1

EC 3 Employment Consultant 0.2

EC 4 Employment Consultant 0.1

EC 5 Employment Consultant 2

EC 6 DEN Manager 6
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Age Relationship 
to client

work Living 
arrangements

Client s 
diagnosis

Client s Drug & 
alcohol history 

1 66 father courier With clients Schizophrenia
Depression

Current: alcohol
Past: heroin

2 41 sister nurse Separately 
from client

Schizophrenia none 

3 33 wife cleaner With client Bipolar none

4 60 mother teacher With client Schizophrenia
Depression

none

5 52 mother HR 
profess
ional

With client Depression, 
Personality 
disorder, 
Bipolar

Past: alcohol
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