~ The Vancouver Province, Business Success Section, December, 2002:

“Mental Illness Inc.” ~ by Tony Wanless

If life hands you a leman, you make lemonade.

It’s an entrepreneur’s mantra and Victoria Maxwell has employed it quite well.

Maxwell, an actress, writer and mental health-awareness advocate, was diagnosed 10 years ago

With bipolar disorder, usually called manic-depression, after suffering several “quite spectacular psychoses.”

But rather than sink into oblivion and become a victim of her disease, Maxwell turned it into a business.

After a long recovery period, she combined her talent for theatre, writing and comedy with her first-hand knowledge to form a business that educates companies in the increasing costs of mental illness in the workplace.

She’s onto something here.  Business is increasingly being made aware of the debilitating effects of mental illness among workers.  In B.C., for example, it’s believed that $16 million a year is lost by businesses through employee absenteeism due to stress depression.  In all, depression costs Canadian industry in the order of $13 billion a year.

Recently, B.C. Premier Gordon Campbell pointed out that depression is rampant in the workplace, and those illnesses can have a devastating effect on many companies’ bottom lines.  Businesses must understand this problem rather than ignore it, he said.

Other numbers are equally compelling.  Of 1,000 employees, about 100 suffer from depression.  Only 25 of those 100 will be diagnosed and only six properly treated.  But treatment of those six will save employers $10,000 each in costs.

Maxwell shares the premier’s belief.  She speaks regularly in lectures, seminars and workshops, on the “lived” experience of mental illness, depression in the workplace and the healing power of humour.

She’s currently developing a program targeted at the business sector, “Raising Both Bottom Lines: Preventing Depression and Creating Optimism in the Workplace,” which is designed to make employers and employees more aware of the costs to their businesses and to provide them with the knowledge and strategies to recognize and deal with mental illness.

She also has written a play about the subject (called The Truth Shall Set You Free…but first it’ll piss you off), which she presents to various groups around the community.

“I try to educate managers and employees to recognize the problem and take it out of the closet, so to speak.  It’s the last taboo, but the cost in lost productivity due to absenteeism, lateness and lack of focus is quite high.  It also affects the team, which is very important in business today.  Businesses are often losing key employees who have long-term knowledge because of it.”

Maxwell still works as an actress and mental health worker while putting together her new business but she can see it taking off.

“As a free agent this was new to me,” she said.

“I started out speaking about it and people kept coming to me and telling me I should be talking to businesses.  So I’ve kind of made a career out of it, which dovetails with my acting career.”

