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I’d worked in the public sector for over 30 years. In 2011, the government’s austerity policy was just 
starting to happen and my department went through a radical restructure to save money. A really 
unhealthy atmosphere developed of fear and distrust. There was a sense given that this was only the 
start of an assault on our terms and conditions of employment. Offers were made to staff to take early 
retirement. After a great deal of deliberation, I elected to leave.

While I was going through the process of choosing to leave, I was conscious of a great deal of 
stress. I think I isolated myself in making my decision. This was partly because everyone else was 
gaming each other - talking up how bad it was going to get – to encourage each other to swim for the 
shore. Many of the people I trusted had indicated to me they were leaving; and many of the ones who 
chose to stay I didn’t trust at all. And I think there was a sense in me that to say a thing made it real. 
Therefore, I could not say it.

I had identified very strongly with the organisation for which I had worked. I think my identity as a 
person was very much wrapped up in my professional persona and what I did for a living. Moreover, 
the culture in the organisation had previously been akin to a close family; management had been 
benign, and my peers and I felt a strong bond to it, and to each other. All this had changed into a 
divided and adversarial culture. It was toxic.

On leaving, the situation which had seemed somehow abstract when I had been considering it 
became very real, and I experienced intense feelings of regret, loss and abandonment. I now know 
that loss involves stages such as fear, denial, bargaining, helplessness, anger and of being totally 
overwhelmed. All of these things consumed me, often at the same time.

I found out quite quickly that who I was, my purpose in life, and pretty much my entire social life 
were all wrapped up in what I did for a living. On the Friday I was myself; on Monday, I was no-one at 
all. I was completely filled with regret over what I’d done. I couldn’t accept it.

I got quite ill quite quickly. I can remember walking endlessly from one room to another in my 
house. I called it “doing fly” – because that’s what flies do. I’d make cups of tea and leave them to go 
cold. I’d leave taps running. I’d walk in the park but not notice anything around me. I had retreated into 
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my head, and the same half a dozen scripts ran over and over again. I’d try to talk to people about it 
but I couldn’t make my problems make any sense to them. Some would try to fix my problems for me 
with five-minute solutions. Sleep became a real problem. I’d wake at 3:30am every morning. In the 
daytime I was exhausted, but my mind would be full of thoughts, with no room for useful focus. It was 
like being in a car with the accelerator pressed to the floor, but with the handbrake on. About a month 
into this I came to the conclusion my existence was intolerable. It would be better to not be alive. So, 
I realised I needed to get some help.

That’s when things got worse. 
My GP was a kindly, avuncular man whom I’d known for 30 years. I spoke to him first. GPs are 

trained mostly as first line support for physical health; their abilities to address mental distress are 
inconsistent, at best. It was a bit like discussing learning to swim with a builder who makes swimming 
pools. He knew that swimming was what I wanted but all he could talk about was digging and tiling. 
He prescribed me some pills; now I know these to be SSRIs (Selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors) 
and sleeping tablets. He also referred me to the local secondary mental health system.

I then found myself in a local hospital, in a room full of about 60 or 70 people, in a lecture about 
stress reduction. After a while the consultant told us all to get into groups and to talk about our 
feelings and what we’d heard for 20 minutes. I remember being really uncomfortable with this, 
thinking “Is this what you get?” I thought I’d get one-to-one help. I didn’t realise it was supposed to 
come from a schizophrenic single mum. She was lovely, but she had her own problems. She was not 
really equipped to solve mine.

Then, by accident, almost, I got involved with a peer-led recovery organisation called RISE. It was 
made up of real people struggling with problems like mine. The difference was that no-one reached 
for formulaic solutions, or positioned themselves as experts. Everyone made time to witness each 
other’s experiences. We did worthwhile things – that we decided to do - and we supported each other. 

That was the start of my recovery. I also started to realise that these days, everyone’s in recovery 
from something. It’s something about the world we have made, and its values.

Advice for others
First, I’d say, when you become vulnerable, what you need is human connection. You need to be able 
to tell your story to someone who will listen to you and will not judge you. Counsellors talk about 
the core conditions: empathy, genuineness, and unconditional positive regard. This is the kind of 
connection you need. That is not necessarily to say that you need counselling (although that is an 
option, certainly). You need people around you who care for you; and if possible, who are making, or 
have made, a similar journey. Peer support groups, community groups, these will give you connections, 
however you can get them. Find other survivors. They have learned to survive. And, you are likely to 
find, they are going to want to help you.

It’s also worth saying that when not in crisis there is so much value in 
cultivating relationships. We have become a society of lonely, or at least 
alone, people. We have replaced human values of giving, caring, 
trust, kindness and mutual support, with a desire for flat screen 
TVs, or some other damn thing. 

So, giving and kindness to others, is good for others, 
and it’s good for you. Base your new life about some 
of the right values and you will have a good life.

I’d also give a plug to the five ways to 
wellbeing: connect, be active, take notice, keep 
learning and give. Surprisingly for a government 
initiative, it’s good stuff, and well evidenced. 
(gov.uk/government/publications/five-ways-to-
mental-wellbeing)

And, if you can manage it, find something to 
be passionate about.
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Top tips: 
•  Connections are 

key – consider peer 
support groups and 
community groups. 

•  Giving and kindness 
to others is good for 
them and also good 
for you.

•  Find something to be 
passionate about. 


