Struggling with Who I Am: The Price of Success                                                                             

By Anonymous – A Michigan Certified Peer Support Specialist
I worked VERY hard to get to where I am at today. I’m a single mother of four who left an abusive relationship of almost 8 years to start over again. I worked VERY hard to become the person I am and to be PROUD of my mental health status. I was diagnosed when I was 9 years old and have had a rough road to recovery, but becoming a Certified Peer Support Specialist in Michigan showed me that I had hope for my future and my kids’ future. Being a Peer has meant more than a lot of things have to me in my life (except being a mother of course). I have had a chance to help others when they were just coming into the mental health system with no hope at all, and have been able to watch folks grow through the years to where they no longer need CMH services and are full of nothing but hope. I am PROUD of who I am today. . . but lately, I’ve been let down at who I thought was my equal partner (the CMH I am employed through) that I fought so hard to get to accept me as not just mentally ill, but as a person. 

Through ALL my 7 years of being a peer, I’ve struggled (along with MOST peers in our state) to become an equal partner with the “clinical staff” I work with. I remember when I got hired, 7 years ago, that most case managers only thought I was there to take their jobs and gave me little to no support to succeed. I worked VERY hard to get to where I am today, being considered “one of them.” I’m not considered just a mentally ill Peer; I’m considered my co-workers’ peer. Everyone accepts me for who I am and comes to me to talk about their problems (yes - believe it or not, clinicians have problems just like we all do). 

I started becoming someone that other people came to for advice, for help, and for anything to help find hope in their lives. I’ve started hundreds of groups at our CMH, became certified in various programs (WRAP, MI-PATH, etc), but above all, I stayed well and out of the psychiatric hospital. I was the ONLY “stable Peer” as defined by some of my fellow staff/clinicians. “I want to be like you,” “Can you teach so and so how to do this?” “Call her and she’ll help you,” are just some of the things that have been said about me. I’ve always felt honored.

I’ve moved up in my CMH job so many times that even in a small town like ours, I can’t find employment anywhere else in the entire state that pays even close to the amount that I’m getting here. I am truly and finally an equal partner and not just some mentally ill person coming to take a case manager’s job.  I’m looked up to by the Peers that work here, along with staff, for how I keep myself stable and out of the hospitals. 

So why then am I having such a hard time lately? Well, to be quite honest, I guess I did too good of a job at becoming an equal partner with the folks with whom I work. You see, just recently, I have been going through some rough times in my life. Although I’m not mentally unstable enough (yet) to be hospitalized, I’m afraid that, if I DO have to go to the hospital, I’ll be penalized for it. People look up to me so much right now that I’m afraid to even let them know I’m unstable. My boss knows that I’m having a hard time in my personal life, which is affecting me mentally and physically; however, I tend to not want to tell anyone else about this, because it took me so long to “fit in.” My boss won’t accept the fact that I have a mental illness just like every Peer that is hired and expects me to be the regular staff person that I have struggled to become. 

I’m at a point in my life where I’m worried because I don’t want to lose my status as being “normal,” but I also know that, in all reality, there really is no such thing. I’m not embarrassed about being mentally ill, nor will I ever be. I know that with hope, continued drive towards getting well again, and my peer support family, I will get better, but I wanted to let folks know that it’s just as hard being looked at as a regular staff person as it is being called “only a Peer,” based on our mental status and personal experience as consumers ourselves. 

Stigma exists everywhere. Unfortunately, sometimes we can’t control it because we created it ourselves. I leave you with this to ponder . . . how then . . . do we continue to fit in . . ., but also make others aware that it’s okay, if we are not well at times? 
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