About Mental Illness  

Mental illnesses include such disorders as schizophrenia, schizoaffective disorder, bipolar disorder, major depressive disorder, obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic and other severe anxiety disorders, autism and pervasive developmental disorders, attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, borderline personality disorder, and other severe and persistent mental illnesses that affect the brain.

These disorders can profoundly disrupt a person's thinking, feeling, moods, ability to relate to others and capacity for coping with the demands of life.

Mental illnesses can affect persons of any age, race, religion, or income. Mental illnesses are not the result of personal weakness, lack of character, or poor upbringing.

Mental illnesses are treatable. Most people with serious mental illness need medication to help control symptoms, but also rely on supportive counseling, self-help groups, assistance with housing, vocational rehabilitation, income assistance and other community services in order to achieve their highest level of recovery.

Here are some important facts about mental illness and recovery:

· Mental illnesses are biologically based brain disorders.  They cannot be overcome through "will power" and are not related to a person's "character" or intelligence. 

· Mental disorders fall along a continuum of severity. The most serious and disabling conditions affect five to ten million adults (2.6 – 5.4%) and three to five million children ages five to seventeen (5 – 9%) in the United States.  

· Mental disorders are the leading cause of disability (lost years of productive life) in the North America, Europe and, increasingly, in the world. By 2020, Major Depressive illness will be the leading cause of disability in the world for women and children.   

· Mental illnesses strike individuals in the prime of their lives, often during adolescence and young adulthood. All ages are susceptible, but the young and the old are especially vulnerable. 

· Without treatment the consequences of mental illness for the individual and society are staggering: unnecessary disability, unemployment, substance abuse, homelessness, inappropriate incarceration, suicide and wasted lives; The economic cost of untreated mental illness is more than 100 billion dollars each year in the United States. 

· The best treatments for serious mental illnesses today are highly effective; between 70 and 90 percent of individuals have significant reduction of symptoms and improved quality of life with a combination of pharmacological and psychosocial treatments and supports; 

· Early identification and treatment is of vital importance; By getting people the treatment they need early, recovery is accelerated and the brain is protected from further harm related to the course of illness. 

· Stigma erodes confidence that mental disorders are real, treatable health conditions. We have allowed stigma and a now unwarranted sense of hopelessness to erect attitudinal, structural and financial barriers to effective treatment and recovery. It is time to take these barriers down. 

Schizophrenia 

Schizophrenia is a serious disorder, which affects how a person thinks, feels and acts. Someone with schizophrenia may have difficulty distinguishing between what is real and what is imaginary; may be unresponsive or withdrawn; and may have difficulty expressing normal emotions in social situations. 

Contrary to public perception, schizophrenia is not split personality or multiple personality.  The vast majority of people with schizophrenia are not violent and do not pose a danger to others.  Schizophrenia is not caused by childhood experiences, poor parenting or lack of willpower, nor are the symptoms identical for each person. 

Behaviors associated with schizophrenia can include: hearing or seeing something that isn’t there, a constant feeling of being watched, peculiar or nonsensical way of speaking or writing, strange body positioning, feeling indifferent to very important situations, deterioration of academic or work performance, inability to sleep or concentrate, inappropriate or bizarre behavior.   

Symptoms: A medical or mental health professional may use the following terms when discussing the symptoms of schizophrenia.

Positive symptoms are disturbances that are “added” to the person’s personality.

· Delusions -- false ideas--individuals may believe that someone is spying on him or her, or that they are someone famous. 

· Hallucinations – seeing, feeling, tasting, hearing or smelling something that doesn’t really exist. The most common experience is hearing imaginary voices that give commands or comments to the individual.  

· Disordered thinking and speech -- moving from one topic to another, in a nonsensical fashion. Individuals may make up their own words or sounds. 

Negative symptoms are capabilities that are “lost” from the person’s personality.

· Social withdrawal 

· Extreme apathy 

· Lack of drive or initiative 

· Emotional unresponsiveness 

Different types:

· Paranoid schizophrenia – a person feels extremely suspicious, persecuted, or grandiose, or experiences a combination of these emotions. 

· Schizoaffective disorder – a person has symptoms of both schizophrenia and a major mood disorder such as depression.

· Disorganized schizophrenia – a person is often incoherent in speech and thought, but may not have delusions.

· Catatonic schizophrenia – a person is withdrawn, mute, negative and often assumes very unusual body positions. 

· Residual schizophrenia – a person is no longer experiencing delusions or hallucinations, but has no motivation or interest in life. 

Major Depression

· Major, or clinical, depression is one of the most common mental illnesses, affecting more than 19 million Americans each year.  This includes major depressive disorder, manic depression and dysthymia, a milder, longer-lasting form of depression. 

· Depression causes people to lose pleasure from daily life, can complicate other medical conditions, and can even be serious enough to lead to suicide. 

· Depression can occur to anyone, at any age, and to people of any race or ethnic group.  Depression is never a “normal” part of life, no matter what your age, gender or health situation.  

· Unfortunately, though treatment for depression is almost always successful, fewer than half of those suffering from this illness seek treatment.  Too many people resist treatment because they believe depression isn’t serious, that they can treat it themselves or that it is a personal weakness rather than a serious medical illness. 

Symptoms:
· Persistent sad, anxious or “empty” mood 

· Sleeping too much or too little, middle of the night or early morning waking 

· Reduced appetite and weight loss, or increased appetite and weight gain 

· Loss of pleasure and interest in activities once enjoyed, including sex 

· Restlessness, irritability 

· Persistent physical symptoms that do not respond to treatment (such as chronic pain or digestive disorders) 

· Difficulty concentrating, remembering or making decisions 

· Fatigue or loss of energy 

· Feeling guilty, hopeless or worthless 

· Thoughts of suicide or death 

Bipolar Disorder

Bipolar disorder, also known as manic depression, is an illness involving one or more episodes of serious mania and depression. The illness causes a person’s mood to swing from excessively “high” and/or irritable to sad and hopeless, with periods of a normal mood in between. More than 2 million Americans suffer from bipolar disorder. 

Bipolar disorder typically begins in adolescence or early adulthood and continues throughout life. It is often not recognized as an illness and people who have it may suffer needlessly for years. 

Bipolar disorder can be extremely distressing and disruptive for those who have this disease, their spouses, family members, friends and employers. Although there is no known cure, bipolar disorder is treatable, and recovery is possible. Individuals with bipolar disorder have successful relationships and meaningful jobs. The combination of medications and psychotherapy helps the vast majority of people return to productive, fulfilling lives. 

Symptoms: Bipolar disorder is often difficult to recognize and diagnose. It causes a person to have a high level of energy, unrealistically expansive thoughts or ideas, and impulsive or reckless behavior. These symptoms may feel good to a person, which may lead to denial that there is a problem.

Symptoms of Mania - can last up to three months if untreated, include:

· Excessive energy, activity, restlessness, racing thoughts and rapid talking 

· Denial that anything is wrong 

· Extreme “high” or euphoric feelings – a person may feel “on top of the world” and nothing, including bad news or tragic events, can change this “happiness.” 

· Easily irritated or distracted. 

· Decreased need for sleep – an individual may last for days with little or no sleep without feeling tired. 

· Unrealistic beliefs in one’s ability and powers – a person may experience feelings of exaggerated confidence or unwarranted optimism. This can lead to over ambitious work plans and the belief that nothing can stop him or her from accomplishing any task. 

· Uncharacteristically poor judgment – a person may make poor decisions which may lead to unrealistic involvement in activities, meetings and deadlines, reckless driving, spending sprees and foolish business ventures. 

· Sustained period of behavior that is different from usual – a person may dress and/or act differently than he or she usually does, become a collector of various items, become indifferent to personal grooming, become obsessed with writing, or experience delusions. 

· Unusual sexual drive 

· Abuse of drugs, particularly cocaine, alcohol or sleeping medications 

· Provocative, intrusive, or aggressive behavior – a person may become enraged or paranoid if his or her grand ideas are stopped or excessive social plans are refused. 

Symptoms of Depression - some people experience periods of normal mood and behavior following a manic phase, however, the depressive phase will eventually appear. Symptoms of depression include:

· Persistent sad, anxious, or empty mood 

· Sleeping too much or too little, middle-of-the-night or early morning waking 

· Reduced appetite and weight loss or increased appetite and weight gain 

· Loss of interest or pleasure in activities, including sex 

· Irritability or restlessness 

· Difficulty concentrating, remembering or making decisions. 

· Fatigue or loss of energy 

· Persistent physical symptoms that don’t respond to treatment (such as chronic pain or digestive disorders) 

· Thoughts of death or suicide, including suicide attempts 

· Feeling guilty, hopeless or worthless 

Medicines 

All medications have side effects. Different medications produce different side effects, and people differ in the amount and severity of side effects they experience. Side effects can often be treated by changing the dose of the medication, switching to a different medication, or treating the side effect directly with an additional medication.  Side effects can include: drowsiness, hand tremors, memory problems, excessive thirst, bladder problems, nervousness, agitation, and numerous others.  

Dual Diagnosis

A person who has both an alcohol or drug problem and an emotional/psychiatric problem is said to have a dual diagnosis. To recover fully, the person needs treatment for both problems. 

Which develops first, the substance abuse or the psychiatric problem?  It depends. Often the psychiatric problem develops first. In an attempt to feel calmer, more peppy, or more cheerful, a person with emotional symptoms may drink or use drugs; doctors call this “self-medication.” Frequent self-medication may eventually lead to physical or psychological dependency on alcohol or drugs. If it does, the person then suffers from not just one problem, but two. In adolescents, however, drug or alcohol abuse may merge and continue into adulthood, which may contribute to the development of emotional difficulties or psychiatric disorders.

In other cases, alcohol or drug dependency is the primary condition. A person whose substance abuse problem has become severe may develop symptoms of a psychiatric disorder: perhaps episodes of depression, fits of rage, hallucinations, or suicide attempts.

For more information:

· NAMI (National Alliance for the Mentally Ill) – www.nami.org
· NAMI Texas – http://namitexas.org
· NAMI Dallas – http://namidallas.nami.org
· National Institute of Mental Health – www.nimh.nih.gov
· National Mental Health Association – www.nmha.org
· Mental Health Association of Greater Dallas – www.mhadallas.org 














