Stories of Work

The Stories

Story 1: Illness in a life in progress

In 1984, when I graduated as a physiotherapist, I was unemployed. It was difficult to get a job. I started doing all kinds of work as a volunteer; swimming with handicapped people, dancing with elderly people with dementia, going on holidays with children and disabled people. I also worked as a physiotherapist on a boat of the Red Cross; I worked in saunas, giving massages and also as a temporary replacement for staff on holiday. Besides this, I did a lot of courses in art and an education in art. After some time I got more and more depressed.

 

I went to an anthroposophist workshop from nine till five, to work with my hands: weaving, spinning, woodworking, gardening, painting and working with clay as therapy. I did that for one and a half years. In that time I had to orientate myself to finding work. About working as a physiotherapist I had my doubts. Now I was thinking of working with children. The workshop made it possible for me to do a period of learning in a children’s class. This was a nice experience.

 After I left the workshop, I got a subsidized job at a centre for foreign women in the children’s daycare, to get some working experience. This was quite hard for me because I was still in a rehabilitation-process, the work was new and I found myself alone between foreign people. I didn't get much support at that time. I did that for one year and after that I went on with working with children and had my own small group of eight Moroccan and Turkish children in a neighbourhood - house as a volunteer. This went well. I also did a short course, learning to be a substitute employee at a crèche via a job agency. I wasn't invited for any job afterwards.

Then I got a job as an administrative employee in an architect’s center. It was a subsidized job for long-term unemployed. I did it for just half a year. It was hard because I had no experience in that kind of work. I didn't really feel at home. When I got back from a holiday my nearest college treated me in a nasty way which upset me. I never went back afterwards.

 

After that, I sent out my last application letter. I didn't get the job. I had a conversation at the Social Care Service where I get my unemployment benefit and we concluded that working as a volunteer was best for me. I have not had a paid job since, except as a physiotherapist. It was now the year 1996. For a while I did some volunteer work, but then I got fed up with all that kind of work because it didn't fit me and wasn't challenging enough. Then I found it...

 

It was now 1999. I heard that a creative workshop would be starting in my hometown. It would be built up from the beginning. I applied to be a volunteer. Finally I found a challenging project were I could do something with my talents. People were needed to accompany and to give lessons in creativity; like painting, art-history and modeling. We started to talk about the organisation and the peer group. It would be with people with psychiatric background. The preparation took about half a year. 

After that we found a place to start. It was in an old dining room of an institution for handicapped people. It had huge grounds and various artists had their occupation in the other buildings. This was really a nice place! It was green, big, light and we could have contact with other artists. We liked being outside the psychiatric world. This also would have a healing effect on the participants.

In this organisation I worked for ten years as a volunteer, giving art-history, guiding and I also worked for myself and joined some of the meetings. I enjoyed being in a place where there was so much creativity, a positive and friendly atmosphere and where we could work together.

For me it was also a very difficult period of my life because my panic disorder came into existence. At that time I needed a safe place to be, more than ever, that could distract me from my extreme daily tension and stress. At the same time I could take up all kind of activities and experiences that I liked and were suitable for me. There was always space to find possibilities to make it work for me, taking my boundaries into consideration.

Looking back on this period, it stands out as a very positive experience in my life. I always went there with a positive feeling. It was also important for me that I was there for a long time, unlike all the short times I stayed in other places, because it is difficult for me to feel connected to people because of my problems. This gave some stability in my life.

Finally I felt I had to leave, I liked to make a bigger step and do more serious work. The creative workshop felt more like a playground where you could experience all kind of things. I had the feeling I could do more. I started giving workshops to social workers and giving lessons at schools for social workers. This was made possible by the CBB (Cleinten Belangen Bureau); the bureau which stands up for clients interests and works with (ex)clients. It was also made possible by coaches from ROADS (an organisation in this region for work, day-activities and education for people with psychiatric background) who also has connections with schools. 
Saskia Breedveld
Story 2: Work: before and after the ‘problem’

My name is Yiannis and I am 43 years old. I started working when I was 12 years old, difficult for a child who had to work in the morning and go to school at night and because a child had to perform and produce as much as an adult.

After my army service, I began to forge my own professional identity. Soon though, the psychiatric problem presented. What I remember characteristically is that I did not want to accept it. I tried to work, but the three attempts I made were unsuccessful. My doctors recommended complete rest. I was lucky, but very lucky, that after many years my doctor recommended EPIPSI (University Mental Health Research Institute). There I started doing occupational therapy and slowly began to be involved in new things.  What I really liked from the first moment at that place was that everything was coordinated and we had very great support. With the help of the service users and the professionals, in a short time I became a passable book-binder. I continued to make efforts and in time was occupied with other things. At present, I am the financial manager of the social enterprise KOSMOS-HORIZON, as well as president of the self-help association of (in simple words) patients ‘Association against prejudice for mental illness: The Renaissance’.

I can say that I now manage well and the main thing is that the self-stigmatisation and my anxiety regarding these responsibilities has reduced. In the shops of the social enterprise I try to be as efficient as possible and it is an example followed by my fellow service users and in that way we have achieved involvement in the open market. 

Yiannis

Story 3: The advantages of voluntary work

Since I’ve been working as a volunteer for many years and I did some paid jobs too, it’s possible to compare both of them. For me, voluntary work is better and I will illustrate this with the story about my experiences…

In 1998, I suffered from psychosis. During the recovery, I worked as a volunteer for Oxfam Fair-trade, as a sales person in the shop and at the market-place. Working there was a very good way to structure my day and to have some social contacts outdoors.

When I was looking for good voluntary work, I acted alone most of the time and organised everything by myself. I chose workplaces where there were other volunteers too, so there was nothing exceptional about me. Contact with other people was a priority, so I could learn to do some small-talk again. At Oxfam, I felt accepted in the group and if things didn’t go well for me, it was always possible to talk about it with the shop-manager. He didn’t always understand, but most of the time we found a way to deal with it. In the shop, I had some responsibilities, but I didn’t feel stressed about it. I worked for three years in the shop and for five years at the market-place. I really liked selling at the market, outside in the open air…

But, due to some personal changes in my life, I had a relapse, and had to go to the hospital again. I stayed for a few weeks in observation and got referred to the day-center for therapy. There I was advised to start something new, and I went for an interview as a volunteer in a local health center. Again, I organised the contact by myself, with some support from my therapist. When I had the interview, I was able to talk about my mental health problems. The person responsible was very understanding, but it was required to work at least two shifts a week for half a year. That seemed a lot to me in the beginning, but I got used to it. We worked in teams of two volunteers each shift, so we could rely on each other when it was necessary. The atmosphere between the volunteers and the working colleagues was excellent; the team of volunteers were very precious and cared about. We had the possibility to talk about difficulties in a monthly meeting. That was a good thing to do, because some patients needed a special way to work with them.

Still in therapy in the day-center, they advised me to work in a normal job, and so I looked for a nice part-time one. By coincidence, I went to a meeting of a clients-organisation of service-users. I made some fine contacts and a few months later, I was working in the organisation as the person responsible for their magazine. It was a weird experience because I was the only paid worker in a group of volunteers.  I was in charge and that was new to me. I liked the job and I really liked working with the people, but the responsibility gave me a lot of stress. And I was not a natural leader too… After some time, conflicts were growing in the group and I couldn’t stand it anymore and got sick again…I was still in the day-center and there I was given the advice to stay at home for a while. Depression and the feeling of having failed were the result: I didn’t only get sick again, I lost my job too. And that was twice as painful.

I was given some time to get better and after four months I was looking for another job. When I had the interviews at the job-office I didn’t mention my mental disease. And I think they didn’t notice, because they offered me a job as a part-time sales person in a newspaper shop. That job wasn’t my cup of tea but I continued… Ten months later, I was in the hospital again, for a “full-time job”…

Later on, I thought a lot about responsibilities in society…It was a struggle, but at the end I came to the conclusion that it was better for me to do voluntary work and stay mentally well than trying to work again and relapse again and again…

For me, the content of the work isn’t the real problem. Most of the time, the things I have to do, I can do okay. But the social context and the responsibility are triggers and give me a lot of stress, with relapses as a result. So I‘ve chosen in favour of my well- being and mental stability. Nowadays, I’m volunteering in “Denk”: a small group of service-users meeting each other monthly to give our advice to therapists and other social workers. We also go to schools and congresses to talk about our experiences as a service-user. I feel good in the group and I consider my voluntary job there as a compensation to society because I can help to break the stigma.

Sometimes I dream of getting a paid job again, but I don’t like to take the risk to get ill again.

Maybe my responsibility in society isn’t that big, I think it’s for everyone’s best (even society) to stay healthy and keep myself away from the hospital. It can be frustrating sometimes, but I’ve learned that I can’t always get what I want… Since I quit working in a paid job in 2005, I’ve been able to stay at home and be stable. In my voluntary work my vulnerability is understood and I feel like I’m doing something useful. That is very satisfying.
I believe it’s important to do something that gives you a feeling of having sense. And bearing my vulnerability in mind is not a sign of weakness, but rather it’s best to follow my intuition and do the things that feel okay…
Lieve Matthijs
Story 4: Supported employment and voluntary work

Before I started working at PEPSAEE (Panhellenic Union for Psychosocial Rehabilitation and Work Integration) as an assistant accountant, I found myself in a situation where I felt that my future was uncertain, and besides the economic and professional part, that I couldn’t offer something that would give me the satisfaction of knowing that I too can do something useful in society. When I was employed, I believed that finally I too would be a useful person in the society, that I would offer many things in my work, I would explore more of my potentials that I had but were hidden, and that I would evolve as a person, spiritually and emotionally. 

During the past three years, I have also been involved with the Union of users of mental health services ‘Self-Representation’, of which I am the President.  My occupation with these union activities has opened new perspectives regarding my socialization, and the struggle for improving the quality of life of users of mental health services. Additionally, it has enabled my understanding of the financial, social and working problems of mental health service users, and the formation of solidarity between them. I believe that taking part in the Union has made me a more active, optimistic and energetic civilian regarding the prevention of the problems that service users have throughout the years and concern the mental health system.
Some of the shortcomings in preparing for a job include the lack of training. For example, when I was employed, I had not had adequate training in computers, particularly programmes such as Excel and Powerpoint. Although this situation is improving there needs to be ongoing life-long educational programmes for working service users. 
Leonardos 
Story 5: Working towards paid employment

 

After many years of psychiatry, many years of voluntary work and sheltered housing, I decided to start therapy out of the hospital, to live on my own and also to play tennis and follow music lessons, because these are my passions. For six years I did gardening at my uncle’s place and at the same time I worked as a volunteer at Psylos (Flemish Federation of sport and recreation to mental health care organisations). I also worked as an animator with children, in an elderly centre as a barkeeper and I did shopping for elderly people.  
Finally, I stopped working for my uncle because, although he paid me well, it was not a real paid job and I wanted to focus on working towards my first paid job. I worked together with a job coach. We organised practical experience times, sort of try-outs, with only one aim: having a paid job that matches me!

First try was as a handyman, but this job was not what I really wanted and I had problems with an allergy on my hands. My girlfriend and I talked about what I could try next. Ellen said ‘why don't you work in a shop where they sell the materials of a handyman?’. I said ‘I don't feel a connection between me and those materials’, but suddenly said ‘Hey, a sports shop - that seems something for me because sport is an enormous passion of mine’. 

So I started at one of the sports shop in my own city. I started in July 2010 and I am still busy with applications, registering for internships, searching job sites, walking around the city looking at the shop windows searching for part time jobs, reading magazines to look for work, asking friends and family to call when they see a good job for me. 

I have also done the paper work necessary to get the Activa-card. It’s called a win-win card and it gives my employer especially large financial benefits because I haven’t done any paid work before and this for 13 years, and so I am in one of the highest categories.  

My girlfriend Ellen is being a big support. I am really thankful to her. She encourages me everyday again. 

So I began at the sports shop as a stagiair (that’s Dutch for someone who is doing try-outs). I experienced all the tasks of a sales person who works in a sports shop. The job felt great. My evaluations were superb. I worked there for just 3 days and the boss said that she was really interested in me. But it didn’t work out as I had to follow my heart and say NO. The reason was that there was a really bad atmosphere and the boss was very hard on her employees, she was in therapy for her aggressive reactions. I was very depressed because I lost a big chance for a paid job that I really wanted to do. But I am glad now that I made that decision.

In my search I went to all the other sport shops to ask if there was a possibility for a part time paid job and if I could do a try-out. I did several applications and more periods of practical experience. My job coach made the contracts necessary for the try-outs. There was a sports shop that gave me a chance to apply for their free job but when I went for the interview the boss said ‘’I am honestly searching for a woman’’. I started at a shop to sell sport shoes for a trial period for 3 hours, but their shop is known as ‘slavery period’ - they have no job but they let you work 3 hours for free. 

Because selling sport shoes felt ok, I started a try-out at a shop where they sell running shoes, have a foot scan and give advice about it. My first day  felt superb. I talked about a part of my past, not all, because I was scared of the response and prejudgement, but I said something about psychiatry. And at that moment it felt ok. But after a while the boss asked me ‘why don’t you work in protected employment?’. I told him that I didn’t want to. He answered ‘you don’t because you are a foolish person’. That hurt me really hard and I had a nightmare about this painful answer. The next day the boss said sorry and told me that he went home and realised he had been stupid. He was angry with himself. His wife said: ‘’Geert don’t worry that’s him, he doesn’t mean it’’. She also said that they would like to help me with a good reference by telling future employees that I am a great guy who can work hard. The first sports shop also said they would give me a good reference.

I did an application to two other shops, in a different field, but it was more to have paid work and it didn’t interest me at all. Then I went to another shoe shop for paid work. At that place I just told the truth, that I had only worked up till now as a volunteer. The boss gave me a great feeling. She said it’s a pity but it is not for my shop otherwise I would like to you work for me. I will send your information to the other branch. 

The only problem with working at this shop would be my allergy to leather, so I thought I would also try for work at a shop where they sell all kinds of jeans. But talking with them was horrible because they really investigated my Curriculum Vitae because of all voluntary work. Immediately I lost my spontaneity. They were really brutal to me. The next day, the shoe shop phoned me to say there is a job for you. But, still horror because I had to say no because of my allergy. However, I was really happy that after a bad experience at the jean shop, the boss of the shoe shop, who knew all about my voluntary works really wanted me. It gave me self-confidence.

 In April of this year I did a stage (learning placement) at a big store selling household goods. But I stopped rapidly, reasons: furniture is not close to my soul, too big, too fast contacts with the customers, I don’t want flexible hours (with different hours each week and only Sunday free), plus a big allergic reaction to leather. 

After that I stopped job coaching and now do everything myself. I had only wanted my coach for making contracts and that’s all, and what disturbed me was that on the contract, next to her signature, stood the name of the sheltered housing. I don’t want any connection with that organisation because then I will lose my pride. I quit job coaching because I have pride in myself and I really believe in myself.

Two weeks ago, I found a really good job that fits me, working in a little shop (a bakery, selling magazines). It all sounds great: no high work pressure, familiar atmosphere, 4 days a week, structured hours, weekend free and they want people with Activa-status and it’s near my home. They are going to phone me one of the coming days. When they say ‘’Yes’’ it will be a dream come true!!!!

When I have this job, it will be one of the most emotional days in my life. I am sure I will cry. I am really proud of the way I have progressed. Then I will have much honour for myself. And when I have this job it’s also thank you to all friends who lit a candle, who gave me courage, who believed in me, who supported me every second of each day,…

When they say ‘’No’’, I will search further. And now I know more what I want: part time, free weekend, structured hours, a little shop, a small number of colleagues. Also I will tell every boss about all my voluntary work with pride, about my experiences and what I have learnt. And I will give them the Activa-card with its many advantages for them.

So Ellen and Mum just make you ready to cook spaghetti (made by Ellen) and choc mousse (by my Mum) for all my dear friends, family, Polparol people and my Psylos colleagues. And for my dear friends in Greece and Holland, I will send some of the best pictures taken on MY PARTY ;-) !!!
Geert

Story 6: The importance of work
Work has been for me a large and important part of my life so far. I started working when I was 18, and I have changed many companies and types of work. The positive aspect is that I met many and different people and when I was working I could not imagine my life without work. Slowly my mood for work started to lessen, and a number of times I had conflicts with my bosses, because I didn’t like them telling me what to do and to be given orders, particularly in areas which I knew well. It was difficult for me to work in a team, and what I really wanted to do was to be self-employed, but that became impossible to achieve. The job I liked best was when I gave private French  lessons to high school students.

At this time the thought of work raises conflicting emotions. There are times when I would very much like to work again, and at other times I feel that that is impossible. That which at one time was a source of life and pleasure for me, is now a difficult feat. 
Georgia

Story 7: Reflections on work
These days, when we go to a work place a variety of human relationships are formed. There are relationships between colleagues, relationships are created with customers and relationshps are created with other work places. With the word work we mean every human action which has as its aim the production of goods, services or information, needed by people. Today the need for the organisation of work, has extended the development of everyday work with the aim of increasing production.

Work offers people perceptions, the use of memory and thoughts, physical and emotional reactions and, of course, energy which is produced in the organism through biochemical reactions and which is distributed via the muscular contractions. The science of psychology has proposed that the original study of the perceptual and physical activities were framed by the behaviours, the motives and the relationships between people.

Advantages of work is that you are rewarded for the hours you work or the occupation that you perform. Therefore in the life of a person his or her adaptation to work plays an important role. Scientific knowledge related to the learning process help towards the effective and safe behaviour. It is necessary to assess the skills and abilities of people in order to be directed towards the specific type of work, where each person can take advantage of his qualities and not be damaged.

Work, of course has passed through various phases. Reduced work performance had as a result that to occupy slaves was not advantageous, and so the economic conditions were created for each person to work as an employee ( for wages). To receive the deserved fruits of his labour makes the employee more conscientious and hard working. Thus organisations have been created which protect work as a right and with payment. Low wages and unhealthy work conditions which have been created by the financial systems show today that work as contributing to production has been over valued.

Stefanos

