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Background
• Serious mental illnesses rank first among 

illnesses that cause disability in the United 
States.    

• But having a disability need not be an 
impediment to employment even though 
significant barriers may exist.    

• Let’s address the barriers, myths, fears and 
stigma that result in high unemployment of 
people with psychiatric disabilities. 
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Truths 

• Employment is an essential activity for 
adults and many transition age youth  

• Employment impacts personal resources 
and self perception   

• Employment impacts quality of life and  
increases independent functioning   

• Employment engages the individual in 
structured activity and contributes to 
society 

3



Unemployment is a Problem 

• It diminishes quality of life   

• Perpetuates stigma 

• Inhibits recovery   

• Subjects people to poverty   

• Contributes to isolation, depression and 
negative health consequences. 
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More Unemployment 

• The cost for excluding people with 
disabilities from taking an active part in 
community life is high.    

• Exclusion leads to diminished 
productivity and losses in human 
potential   

•Meaningful  work is the first step out of 
poverty and social exclusion 
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Other Barriers 

• Negative attitudes and social stigma result 
in prejudice and discrimination.   

• Hiring practices that screen out applicants 
with poor employment histories.   

• Reductions in type of services that actually 
work.   

• Fears around loss of benefits. 
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Work Is A Valued Role

•We know that given the proper 
combination of services and supports, 
people can work and assume valued 
roles in their communities.   

• Furthermore we know how resources 
can work together to help people 
choose, get and keep jobs. 
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Solutions Exist!

• Vocational Rehabilitation and WIOA

• Supported/Customized Employment/ISP   

• American Job Centers and the Public 
Workforce System   

• Work Incentives and the Ticket to Work and 
Work Incentives Improvement Act   

• Public anti-discrimination laws such as the 
ADA
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No, really, why work?

• Increases monthly income

• Increases self esteem and self-worth

• Structures time

• Increases opportunities for social interaction

• Provides a sense of purpose

• Decreases substance abuse 

• It’s a way out of poverty
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Why unemployed?

• There  are all sorts of reasons why 
people with mental illness are 
unemployed. Many of those reasons are 
based on nothing more than ……

Myths, Misconceptions and 
Misunderstandings
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MYTH - Work is too stressful

• People may believe that the stress 
associated with starting a new job is too 
much for a person with mental illness. 
The fact is that everyone feels stress 
when they start a new job. For 
individuals with mental illness, that can 
be falsely interpreted as a relapse 
instead of an appropriate reaction to a 
major life change. 
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MYTH - People with mental illness 
should only work low stress or part 

time jobs that require little 
interaction with others

• Everyone is different. There should not 
be a “cookie cutter” approach to 
employment for anyone, including 
individuals with mental illness. It may 
take time for a person to understand 
what type of job and schedule works 
best for them. 
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MYTH - People cannot work and 
receive disability payments at the 

same time.

• Not true. The rules for working while receiving either SSI 
or SSDI have changed dramatically over the years. 

• Work Incentives can help you test your ability to work.

• You can work and keep your health insurance for a period 
of time

• Disability related work expenses can be deducted from 
your earnings when calculating benefits.

• There is a student income exclusion for students under the 
age of 22 who are receiving SSI
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MYTH - If you do lose your SSI/SSDI 
it is very difficult to get it back

• If you are working enough to give up 
your SSI/SSDI but later can no longer 
work due to your disability, you may 
qualify for an expedited reinstatement 
that allows your payments to be quickly 
reinstated by Social Security.

• Furthermore – you may get provisional 
benefits 
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MYTH - If I go back to work I will lose 
my medical coverage

• There are now a number of ways to keep 
your Medicaid and/or Medicare while 
working. 

• 1619 b

• Extended Medicare coverage

•Medicaid buy in 
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MYTH - If I apply for a job I have to 
disclose my mental illness.

• That is not true. You do not have to 
disclose any disability, including mental 
illness. 

•Whether to disclose is a personal 
decision and should only be made only 
after giving it a great deal of thought.
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Americans with Disabilities Act 

• Title I of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) of 1990 prohibits private 
employers, State and local governments, 
employment agencies and labor 
organization from discriminating against 
qualified individuals with disabilities in job 
application procedures, hiring, firing, 
advancement, compensation, job training, 
and other terms, conditions, and privileges 
of employment. 
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To Disclose or not to Disclose?

• Reasons Not to Disclose 

• The Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) does not require 
disclosure 

• Don’t want to be treated 
differently or with “kid gloves”

• Fear of discrimination or 
harassment

• Do not want people to know you 
have a disability

• Reason to Disclose

• Need to request  reasonable 
accommodations

• If you choose to disclose you will 
be protected from retaliation by 
the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA)
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Reasonable Accommodation

• A “reasonable accommodation” is any modification 
or adjustment to a job or the work environment 
that will enable a qualified applicant or employee 
with a disability to participate in the application 
process or to perform essential job functions.

• Reasonable accommodation also includes 
adjustments to assure that a qualified individual 
with a disability has rights and privileges in 
employment equal to those of employees without 
disabilities. An accommodation is considered 
unreasonable if it creates an undue hardship for the 
employer. 
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SSI and Work

• If you receive SSI and go back to work, you must report 
your monthly income to the Social Security Administration 
(SSA). 

• Your SSI benefit will decrease as you earn more money –
generally your benefit is reduced by $1 for every $2 that 
you earn. 

• Even though you don’t get to keep all your earnings, you 
are better off working because you will earn more and 
have more money to spend.  

• If you eventually go off of your benefits and then relapse 
and can no longer work, there is now an expedited 
reinstatement of benefits.
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SSDI and Work

• Once you go back to work, the SSA allows for a 9 month 
Trial Work Period (TWP) and a 3 month grace period where 
you can earn as much as you want without it impacting 
your SSDI check. 

• Any month that you earn $840 or more before taxes is 
considered  part of your TWP, although the months do not 
have to be consecutive and do not have to occur in the 
same year. 

• If you complete your TWP, you can still receive monthly 
Social Security benefits for the next 36 months  in any 
month where your income does not exceed the 
“Substantial Gainful Activity” (SGA) level.  In 2017, SGA is 
$1170 per month ($1950 if you are blind).
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Ticket to Work

• If you are between 18 and 64 and 
already receive Social Security benefits, 
you probably already qualify for the 
Ticket to Work. This free program is 
designed to help people with disabilities 
access work supports through a network 
of employment service providers. 
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National Disability Rights Network

820 First Street, NE, Suite 740

Washington, DC 20002

Tel. 202-408-9514  ◊ Fax: 202-408-9520  

TTY: 202-408-9521

www.ndrn.org 
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