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Terminology Notes

• Mental illness = mental health condition = mental disorder

• Trajectory = a pattern occurring over time
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Introduction
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Introduction

• Over 5 million Canadians over the age of 15 meet the criteria for a 
mental illness

• Adults living with a mental illness are less likely to be employed 
compared to adults without one

5Sources: Statistics Canada, 2023; 

Ettner, 1997

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-627-m/11-627-m2023053-eng.htm
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w5989/w5989.pdf


Employment rates for Canadians with mental illness

Substance 
Use Disorders

73% 
Employed

Major 
Depressive 

Disorder

68% 
Employed

Severe Mental 
Disorders

10-30% 
Employed

6Sources: Khan, 2017; Patten, 2015; Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2013

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/82-003-x/2017008/article/54853-eng.pdf?st=x1aqsn7-
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25886546/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/the-aspiring-workforce-employment-and-income-for-people-with-serious-mental-illness/
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An employment rate doesn’t explain or provide 

information on how to improve the employment experiences 

of those with mental illness



Beyond employment rate: Questions to answer

1. Questions about diversity in employment experience:

• Are employment rates for those with mental illness stable over time?

• If not stable, how many employment experiences (“patterns”) are there?

• How do employment patterns differ based on mental illness type? 

• Do employment patterns differ among men and women?

2. Questions about comparison:

• Do employment patterns differ between individuals with and without 
mental illness?
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Study Objectives

1. Identify diverse employment patterns among Canadian men and 
women with a mental illness

2. Compare these employment patterns to those found among men 
and women without a mental illness
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Methods
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Study Type and Data Sources

• Study Type: Longitudinal Cohort Study

• Linkage of national mental health survey data to annual administrative 
tax records

• Data Sources:

• Mental Health Survey Data: Canadian Community Health Surveys 

• Cycle 1.2 in 2002

• Cycle 5.2 in 2012

• Administrative Tax Records: Tax Income Family File (T1FF) 

• Annual data from 1993 to 2017
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Measuring Mental Illness

Common Mental 
Disorders

(CMD)

Major Depressive 
Episode

• World-Mental Health 
Composite International 
Diagnostic Interview 
(WMH-CIDI)

Anxiety Disorders

• WMH-CIDI

Severe Mental 
Disorders

(SMD)

Bipolar Disorder

• WMH-CIDI

Schizophrenia, other 
psychoses

• Self-Report

Substance Use 
Disorders

(SUD)

Alcohol Dependence

• WMH-CIDI

Illicit Drug 
Dependence

• WMH-CIDI
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Sample: Inclusion Criteria

• Age 18 to 64 years old in the participant’s CCHS cycle

• Meet criteria for a mental illness in the year of the participant’s CCHS cycle

• Have at least 1 valid measurement of employment earnings

13

Common Mental 
Disorders (CMD)

Men: 
n = 1,220

Women: 
n = 2,210

Severe Mental 
Disorders (SMD)

Men: 
n = 450

Women: 
n = 540

Substance Use 
Disorders (SUD)

Men: 
n = 1,210

Women: 
n = 560 



Sample: No disorder group

• Inclusion Criteria:

• Age 18 to 64 years old in the participant’s CCHS cycle

• Have at least 1 valid year of employment earnings

• Did not meet the lifetime criteria for a mental illness

• Did not see a mental healthcare professional in the past year

• Never hospitalized with a mental health issue

• Did not have a disability or physical chronic condition that could impact 
work ability
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No Disorder Group

Men: n = 4,150

Women: n = 3,890



Quantifying annual employment status

• Quantified an employment status for each year a participant had valid 
data in the T1FF

• Based on annual employment income variable
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Employed
• Absolute value of employment income 

greater or equal to $5,000

Not employed
• Absolute value of employment income less 

than $5,000



Analytic Method

Stratified data by gender and 
mental disorder type

Latent trajectory modeling 
determined the number of 
different employment 
trajectories

• Measured trajectories from ages 18 
to 64

• Modeled employment probability

Described the pattern and 
number of participants in each 

trajectory

Compared similarities and 
differences in the number and 
type of trajectories between 

each disorder and no disorder 
groups
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#
#

vs.

CMD

SMD

SUD

No 

Disorder



Results: Men
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A. Common Mental Disorders

C. Substance Use Disorders D. No Mental Disorders

B. Severe Mental Disorders
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Key Takeaway

For men, similar trajectory 

types were observed across 

disorders, though the 

proportion of men in each 

trajectory varied by disorder

Six employment trajectories 

were seen among men



1: Sustained employment trajectory

CMD SMD SUD

N = 1,220 N = 450 N = 1,210

Employment Trajectory Type % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory 38 47 70
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Finding: Across disorders, over 30% of men had sustained employment



2: Delayed employment trajectory

CMD SMD SUD

N = 1,220 N = 450 N = 1,210

Employment Trajectory Type % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory 38 47 70

Delayed Trajectory - - 11
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Finding: Delayed employment pattern only seen among men with substance use 

disorders



3: Increasing employment trajectory

CMD SMD SUD

N = 1,220 N = 450 N = 1,210

Employment Trajectory Type % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory 38 47 70

Delayed Trajectory - - 11

Increasing Trajectory 7 7 -
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Finding: Increasing trajectory seen among men with common and severe mental disorders



4: Interrupted employment trajectory

CMD SMD SUD

N = 1,220 N = 450 N = 1,210

Employment Trajectory Type % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory 38 47 70

Delayed Trajectory - - 11

Increasing Trajectory 7 7 -

Interrupted Trajectory 8 7 6
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Finding: Interrupted pattern seen across all disorders



5: Premature employment exit trajectory

CMD SMD SUD

N = 1,220 N = 450 N = 1,210

Employment Trajectory Type % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory 38 47 70

Delayed Trajectory - - 11

Increasing Trajectory 7 7 -

Interrupted Trajectory 8 7 6

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 10 16 2

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 10 9 7

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 27 - -

23

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

18 20 22 24 26 28 30 32 34 36 38 40 42 44 46 48 50 52 54 56 58 60 62 64

A
v
e
ra

g
e
 P

ro
b
a
b
ili

ty
 o

f 
E

m
p
lo

ym
e
n
t

Age

Sustained Delayed Increasing Interrupted

Premature Exit - 20 Premature Exit - 30 Premature Exit - 50

Proportion of men in each latent trajectory, by disorder type

Finding: Premature employment exit seen among all disorders, but particularly among those with common 

mental disorders



6: Detached from employment trajectory

CMD SMD SUD

N = 1,220 N = 450 N = 1,210

Employment Trajectory Type % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory 38 47 70

Delayed Trajectory - - 11

Increasing Trajectory 7 7 -

Interrupted Trajectory 8 7 6

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 10 16 2

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 10 9 7

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 27 - -

Detached - 16 4
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Finding: Detached pattern seen among men with severe and substance use disorders



Objective 2: Comparing to trajectories seen among no 

disorder group

25

CMD SMD SUD No Disorder

N = 1,220 N = 450 N = 1,210 N=4,150

Employment Trajectory Type % % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory 38 47 70 72

Delayed Trajectory - - 11 7

Increasing Trajectory 7 7 - 9

Interrupted Trajectory 8 7 6 2

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 10 16 2 -

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 10 9 7 4

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 27 - - 6

Detached - 16 4 -

Finding: Similar proportion of men 

in the no disorder and SUD groups 

belonging to a sustained 

employment trajectory



Results: Women
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A. Common Mental Disorders

C. Substance Use Disorders D. No Mental Disorders

B. Severe Mental Disorders

Between 6 to 8 employment 

patterns were seen among 

women

Key Takeaway

For women, variability was 

seen in the number and type 

of trajectories identified



Proportion of women among trajectories, by disorder status

CMD SMD SUD No Disorder

N=2,210 N=540 N=560 N=3,890

% % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory - - 48 -

Increasing Trajectory 11 6 9 23

Delayed Trajectories

Delayed I (Full) 14 17 9 16

Delayed II (Partial) - 9 - -

Decline to Partial Employment Trajectory 7 20 14 -

Premature Exit Trajectories

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 11 - - -

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 8 9 11 -

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 29 6 - 39

Interrupted Attachment Trajectories

Interrupted Attachment I 14 17 - 10

Interrupted Attachment II - - - 6

Detached 6 17 9 7

28

Note: columns may add up to over 100% due to rounding



Most women with substance use disorders were employed

CMD SMD SUD No Disorder

N=2,210 N=540 N=560 N=3,890

% % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory - - 48 -

Increasing Trajectory 11 6 9 23

Delayed Trajectories

Delayed I (Full) 14 17 9 16

Delayed II (Partial) - 9 - -

Decline to Partial Employment Trajectory 7 20 14 -

Premature Exit Trajectories

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 11 - - -

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 8 9 11 -

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 29 6 - 39

Interrupted Attachment Trajectories

Interrupted Attachment I 14 17 - 10

Interrupted Attachment II - - - 6

Detached 6 17 9 7
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Finding 1: A sustained 

employment trajectory was only 

seen among women with 

substance use disorders



Employment probability declined slowly for a fifth of women with SMD

CMD SMD SUD No Disorder

N=2,210 N=540 N=560 N=3,890

% % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory - - 48 -

Increasing Trajectory 11 6 9 23

Delayed Trajectories

Delayed I (Full) 14 17 9 16

Delayed II (Partial) - 9 - -

Decline to Partial Employment Trajectory 7 20 14 -

Premature Exit Trajectories

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 11 - - -

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 8 9 11 -

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 29 6 - 39

Interrupted Attachment Trajectories

Interrupted Attachment I 14 17 - 10

Interrupted Attachment II - - - 6

Detached 6 17 9 7
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Finding 2: Highest proportion of 

women with an SMD belonged 

to a trajectory marked by a slow 

decline in employment 

probability



Similarity between women with CMD and no disorders

CMD SMD SUD No Disorder

N=2,210 N=540 N=560 N=3,890

% % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory - - 48 -

Increasing Trajectory 11 6 9 23

Delayed Trajectories

Delayed I (Full) 14 17 9 16

Delayed II (Partial) - 9 - -

Decline to Partial Employment Trajectory 7 20 14 -

Premature Exit Trajectories

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 11 - - -

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 8 9 11 -

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 29 6 - 39

Interrupted Attachment Trajectories

Interrupted Attachment I 14 17 - 10

Interrupted Attachment II - - - 6

Detached 6 17 9 7
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Finding 3: 

Highest proportion of women 

with no disorder or a CMD 

belonged to a trajectory that 

exited employment at age 50



Presence of an interrupted trajectory among women with 

CMD, SMD and no disorder

CMD SMD SUD No Disorder

N=2,210 N=540 N=560 N=3,890

% % % %

Sustained Employment Trajectory - - 48 -

Increasing Trajectory 11 6 9 23

Delayed Trajectories

Delayed I (Full) 14 17 9 16

Delayed II (Partial) - 9 - -

Decline to Partial Employment Trajectory 7 20 14 -

Premature Exit Trajectories

Premature exit beginning in the 20s 11 - - -

Premature exit beginning in the 30s 8 9 11 -

Premature exit beginning in the 50s 29 6 - 39

Interrupted Attachment Trajectories

Interrupted Attachment I 14 17 - 10

Interrupted Attachment II - - - 6

Detached 6 17 9 7
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Presence of an interrupted trajectory 

33

14% 17%

10%

Finding 4: An interrupted trajectory 

was seen among women with 

CMDs, SMDs, and no disorder.

This trajectory showed a temporary 

decrease in employment probability 

between ages 20 to 40.

Ages 20 to 40: “Care giving years”



Summarizing Findings:

Filling evidence gaps
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Filling evidence gaps: 

Diversity in employment experience

Are employment rates for those with mental illness stable over time?
No — employment rates are dynamic, change, and follow a number of 
different patterns

If not stable, how many employment experiences are there?
Six to eight unique employment patterns were seen across disorders and gender

How do employment patterns differ based on mental illness type? 
More individuals with CMD and SMD prematurely exited employment compared to 
those with SUD

Do employment patterns differ among men and women?
SUD: Similar among men and women
CMD and SMD: Women had more variability in employment trajectories
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Do employment patterns differ between individuals 

with and without mental illness?

• Yes 

• Compared to those without, those with mental illness may 
have a higher likelihood of premature employment exit

• Exit occurring at ages 20, 30, and 50
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Limitations

• Models based on current mental illness status assessed at one 
point in time

• Defining “employment”

• Could not explore role of work context or mental health treatment
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Key Messages

• Having a mental illness did not mean that people could not be gainfully 
employed: they are working

• Yet sustained employment was difficult for some

• Premature exit occurring

• Employment picture is varied for women with mental illness
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Placing Evidence Into Context

What this study can tell us

Mental health and employment is 
more than a “one experience fits all”

Need for interventions to help workers 
obtain and sustain employment

Need for robust Canadian mental 
health and work data to better 

understand trends

What this study can’t tell us 

The key drivers of employment 
trajectories

What the most appropriate 
interventions are for mental health 

and employment
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Thank you

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

This document/slide is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-

NoDerivatives 4.0 International License: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.
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