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What is

a  mental

health disorder?

Medical science has made incredible progress in curing and reversing many
chronic diseases by treating them successfully with prevention and early inter-
vention treatments and therapies, including mental health disorders. However,
the fact is that no one fully understands how the brain works and why it works
differently in different people. To solve some of the mysteries, functions and
dysfunctions of the brain, the studies continued at the medical research cen-
ters. Some studies suggest that a predisposition to certain mental health dis-
orders may be genetic or are believed to have biological causes, just like can-
cer, diabetes and heart disease. Research shows that mental health disorders
are caused by genetic and environmental factors, traumatic events, and other
physical illnesses and injuries that have psychiatric side effects.

Since our society tends to not give the same acceptance to brain disorders as
we do to other organ disorders, sometimes is easy to forget that our brain is an
organ vulnerable to disease so it is common for people to have something
wrong and not know it, which is true of both mental and physical disorders.
People can have heart disease or diabetes and not know it. Similarly, an indi-
vidual may be clinically depressed for years, and be unaware of the problem.
For example, people with a depressive illness, are often perceived by others
to be sad, down, irritable, uncooperative, lazy and self-pitying. This can lead to
unhelpful, though and advice - that they should simply pull themselves out of
those negative thoughts. However, the emotions and low energy are part of
the illness and are more severe and long lasting than the normal mood changes.
There are often physical symptoms too, such as disturbances in sleep and
appetite, weight loss or gain, headaches and pain. A person with depressive
illness, have a mental health disorder and may find it very difficult to change
their mood or behavior, even if they would like to. This Person needs help,
otherwise may even attempt to suicide because of the characteristics of his/
her condition.

Each year, more than 54 million Americans are affected by a mental health
disorder. There are many different types of mental disorders which can strike
anyone.

The Surgeon General's 1999 report on
mental health states that mental health
disorders are "health conditions that are
characterized by alterations in thinking,
mood, or behavior (or some combination
thereof) associated with distress and/or
impaired functioning." A mental health
disorder is a disease that causes mild to
severe disturbances in thinking, percep-
tion and behavior.  If these disturbances
significantly impair a person’s ability to
cope with life’s ordinary demands and
routines, then he or she should immedi-
ately seek proper treatment with a men-
tal health professional. With the proper
care and treatment, a person can recover
and resume normal activities.

If your best friend told you she had breast
cancer, how would you react? If you are
like most people, you would express
sympathy and concern, offer your sup-
port and reassurance, and feel confident
that your friend’s condition would im-
prove with treatment. Now, if that same
friend told you she had a mental illness
and she did not know what to do, what
would you do?

Our society has a long history of alienat-
ing people with mental health problems,
placing them in institutions or maintaining
them in social isolation due to prejudice.
Mental health conditions affect the
person’s health. People may be less will-
ing to offer support and empathy if some-
one is suffering from a mental health ill-
ness rather than a physical health prob-
lem. Mental health disorders or illnesses
are no different from physical illnesses and
the emotional and psychological aspects
of mental disorders make supportive
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Some of the

harmful effects

of stigma include:
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Unveiling the Barriers of

the Stigma and its Harmful Effects

friends and family even more important to a person’s recovery. People with
mental disorders can recover or manage their conditions and lead happy,
healthy, productive lives.

People with mental health disorders often exhibit types of behaviors, such
as sadness and irritability. In more severe cases, they may also suffer from
hallucinations and total withdrawal. This can result in people with mental
health disorder experiencing hostility and discrimination instead of receiv-
ing compassion and acceptance from others.

People generally respond negatively when confronted with a person's men-
tal health disorder due to poor understanding of the issue and being un-
able to relate to the experiences of those who are affected. It can seem
more difficult to empathize with or accept a person with a mental health
disorder and generate misunderstanding, prejudice, confusion and fear
towards them.

The Surgeon General of the United States reported in 1999 that stigma
was the single largest barrier to the successful recovery of people with
mental health disorders, making it harder for people to get treatment, as
well as find housing, jobs and friends.

The stigma of mental health disorders is real, painful, and damaging to the
lives of people with mental health illness.

What is Stigma?

Stigma is the use of labels when describing someone, and it is often at-
tached to people who suffer from mental health disorders. Stigma exists
when people do not fully understand mental health disorders and those
affected by them. When people think that a mental health disorder is an
uncommon condition, they stigmatize those who are suffering from mental
health disorders by attaching labels or categories to them. The stigma of
mental disorders goes far beyond the misuse of words and information; it
is about disrespect. Those with a history of mental health disorders may
find that they lose contact with family and friends as others become un-
comfortable or distrustful around them. People who are known to have had
mental health disorders may find it more difficult to find employment or get
a promotion, even if they are well at the time. Some people with a mental
health illness report that the stigma is at times worse than the illness itself.

• LIVING IN DENIAL OF THEIR
CONDITION.

Stigma may stop people from seeking help
when they experience mental health diffi-
culties. Those who become concerned
about their own mental health or that of
someone else they are close to may be re-
luctant to talk to others about the situation.
We are discovering that the negativity and
misunderstanding that often surrounds
mental health illnesses can create fear and
cause shame, which in turn causes unnec-
essary pain and confusion. These results
of stigma can be profound.

• STIGMA CAUSE CONFUSION AND
KEEPS PEOPLE FROM SEEKING HELP

Often people do not want to acknowledge
their need for support or simply do not know
how to raise the issue with family, friends
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Stigma and

Discrimination

Ends the Hope

Until the society understands how the stigma and
discriminations affects and fuels negative atti-
tudes about mental health problems, then will
stop the cycle,  the use of labels, the myths and
the reality behind the misconceptions.

—Former U.S. First Lady Rosalynn Carter.

Everyone knows it is wrong to discriminate against
people because of their race, religion, culture, or
appearance. However, they are less aware of how
people with mental illnesses are discriminated against.
Although such discrimination may not always be
obvious, it exists and it hurts. People with mental health
disorders continue to experience prejudice and
discrimination in every area of their lives, from finding
somewhere to live to getting a job. It is hardly
surprising that many people with serious mental health
disorders end up poor or homeless. Stigma and
discrimination prevent them from getting the treatment
and support they need to lead healthy, normal lives.

• SOME DISORDERS MAY ATTRACT GREATER STIGMA
AND PREJUDICE

Mental disorders can happen to anyone.  A study in the United
Kingdom found that schizophrenia, alcoholism and drug
addiction attracted the most negative ratings among the
public with a high proportion of respondents saying that people
with these disorders were unpredictable anddangerous. In
regard to clinical depression, a  significant proportion of people
showed a negative and  inaccurate view of this disorder by
responding that those with severe depression could simply
'pull themselves together'.

• LIVING IN FEAR OF PHYSICAL VIOLENCE,
HARRASSMENT, PREJUDICE AND DISCRIMINATION

Stigma leads to fear, mistrust, and violence. Even though the
vast majority of people who have mental health illnesses are
no more violent than anyone else, the average  television
viewer sees three people with mental health  illnesses each
week, and most of them are portrayed as  violent. Such
inaccurate portrayals lead people to fear those who have
mental health disorders. Many individuals try to prevent people
who have mental health illnesses from   living in their
neighborhoods. Some people also believe that if you have a
mental health disorder, you must be   dangerous and  violent.
This perception is often inflamed by media accounts of crime
in which someone is vaguely  referred to as   "mentally ill."
Statistics, however, do not bear out a   connection between
mental health illnesses and violence. In fact, those suffering
from mental health  disorders are more likely to be a victim of
violence than those in the  general population.

• LACK OF INFORMATION AND INADEQUATE
HEALTH INSURANCE

One in four adults and one in five children experience a
mental health problem. Ignorance of the services and
resources available and the stigma surrounding these
misunderstandings, as well as the lack of knowledge, can limit
their opportunities. It can stand in the way of a new job,
increase feelings of loneliness and cause many other
unfortunate outcomes.

“Despite the current health care ‘revolution,’ mental
health disorders still remain shrouded in myth or
mystery, perpetuating stigma and discrimination against
people who have them.”

TO REDUCE STIGMA, THE FOLLOWING
IS REQUIRED:

or health professionals. Many of them do not seek such
services because they do not have health insurance

and are afraid of being labeled as "mentally ill" or "crazy”. This
is a serious problem since early identification and treatment is
generally associated with better outcomes.

•  Promote community education and participation.
•  Individuals need to have goodd will and courage
to stop others whenever discrimination occurs  or
when mean names or labels are used to describe or
refer to someone who has a mental health disorder.
•  Erroneous ideas should be eliminated so as to put
an end to myths and to promote the fact that mental
health problems are common and that minor and
severe disorders can be treated and kept under
control during the recovery period.

 County of San Diego Mental Health Services Act • MHSA •Prop 633
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Words Can Heal and Help End

the Stigma and Discrimination

that Surround Mental Health Disorders

Fortunately, stigma can be reduced by

changing how we think

The Mental Health
Services Act (MHSA)
emphasizes prevention
and early intervention
as key for successful
outcomes over
untreated serious
mental health illness.
Mental health services
are confidential, and
are based on the
notion that people can
and do recover from
mental illness.
They are available
by calling:
1-800- 479- 3339.

The barriers to reducing stigma and deterring discrimination are lack of information,
resources, understanding, interest, and knowledgeable and experienced health care
professionals. Stigma must, and can, be exposed and overcome. Prevention and Early
Intervention appropriate services and programs can be the best way to prevent mental
health disorders and illnesses from getting worse.

The San Diego County Mental Health Services (Health and Human Services Agency) is
conducting public forums to gather community inputs to determine the type of mental
health Prevention and Early Intervention (PEI) programs needed. The new programs
will be funded with approximately  $16 million the County will receive annually from the
Mental Health Services Prevention and Early Intervention component, which was
approved by California voters in 2004. MHSA imposes a 1 percent tax on personal
income above $1 million for the expansion of mental health programs statewide. These
PEI programs and services will serve individuals that have been exposed to trauma, or
are experiencing the onset of serious psychiatric illness, as well as children and youth
living in stressed families, at risk of school failure and in danger of entering the juvenile

justice system. The State’s
PEI guidelines require that a
minimum of 51 percent of
funding be spent on
programs for individuals age
25 and younger.

Participants in the County’s
MHSA PEI Community first
forums and roundtables
ended on the note of
reaffirming that the action of
the stakeholders must be
taken quickly to work and
determine the next best steps
to implement the plans made
at the roundtables to stop
stigma and discrimination
against people experiencing
mental health problems and
disorders. This can be
achieved by promoting
education and awareness on
mental disorders and  the
resources available to access
mental health services and
prevention and early
intervention programs.

County  of

San Diego

Health  and

Human Services

Transforming  Mental Health Services Together

Surgeon General David Satcher called on America to tear down the barriers of prejudice
that block access to services and recovery. We can achieve this by putting into practice
the following:

•  Empower yourself with the facts, and then use your knowledge to educate others and
reach out to those around you with mental health disorders. The media also offers hope
for eradicating stigma because of its power to educate and influence public opinion.
• Think and value a person for his/her content. Avoid labeling people by their diagnosis.
Instead of saying, "She's a schizophrenic," say, "She has a mental health disorder."
Never use the term "mentally ill", ”crazy” , or “loco”.
•  A person with a mental health disorder is not at fault, but everyone can and should
seek and give help.
• Treat people with the dignity and respect we all deserve. People who have mental
health disorders may include your friends, your neighbors, and your family.
•  Understanding and support are powerful tools. They can make a difference in the life of
a person who needs them.
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>> From Mental Health America
Mental Health America, formerly known as the National Mental Health
Association
http://www.nmha.org

• Building Awareness and Understanding
http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/go/information/get-info/stigma

• Stigma Watch by Mental Health America
http://www1.nmha.org/newsroom/stigma/index.cfm

• Mental Illness and the Family: Stigma: Building Awareness And Under-
standing About Mental Illness
http://www1.nmha.org/infoctr/factsheets/14.cfm

• NMHA Survey: Negative Media Images of People with Mental Illness
http://www1.nmha.org/newsroom/system/news.vw.cfm?do=vw&rid=200

>> SAMHSA The Center for Mental Health Services, Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration, U. S. Department of Health and
Human Services

• SAMHSA's Resource Center to Address Discrimination & Stigma
Associated with Mental Illness (ADS Center) http://www.adscenter.org or ADS
Center – www.samhsa.gov/stigma

• Discrimination & Stigma
http://mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/stigma/

• Resource Center to Address Discrimination and Stigma
www.stopstigma.samhsa.gov/

• SAMHSA's Resource Center to Address Discrimination & Stigma
Associated with Mental Illness (ADS Center)
www.stopstigma.samhsa.gov/

• Samhsa.gov  Campaign: What a difference a friend makes-link:
http://www.samhsa.gov/Newsroom/whatadifference.aspx

• Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration. Developing a
Stigma Reduction Initiative. SAMHSA Pub No. SMA-4176. Rockville, MD:
Center for Mental Health Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration, 2006.
http://download.ncadi.samhsa.gov/ken/pdf/SMA06-4176/
Developing_a_Stigma_Reduction.pdf

• Mentally Healthy Aging: A Report on Overcoming Stigma for Older
Americans. DHHS Pub. No. (SMA) 05-3988. Rockville, MD: Center for Mental
Health Services, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administra-
tion, 2005. This publication may be accessed electronically through the
following Internet World Wide Web connection on PDF format at: http://
download.ncadi.samhsa.gov/ken/pdf/SMA05-3988/aging_stigma.pdf
For additional free copies of this document, please call SAMHSA’s National
Mental Health Information Center at 1-800-789-2647 or 1-866-889-2647
(TDD).

• SAMHSA - National Mental Health Awareness Campaign's
www.nostigma.org

OTHER REFERENCES:

• The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) is part of the National
Institutes of Health (NIH), a component of the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services.
http://www.nimh.nih.gov

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF MENTAL HEALTH ALLIANCE FOR RESEARCH
PROGRESS JANUARY 20, 2006 BETHESDA, MD.PDF available with link:
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/outreach/alliance/alliancereportjan06.pdf

• The Carter Center Mental Health Program:  Combating the Stigma of Mental
Illness
http://www.cartercenter.org/health/mental_health/index.html

• Facts about Stigma and Mental Illness in Diverse Communities NAMI-
www.nami.org- Pdf version
http://www.nami.org/ContentManagement/
ContentDisplay.cfm?ContentFileID=5148

• Reducing Stigma of Mental Illnesses Could Reduce Suicides By Staff Sgt.
Kathleen T. Rhem, USA American Forces Press Service
http://www.defenselink.mil/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=45215

• Mental illness and stigma: Coping with the ridicule
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/mental-health/MH00076

• Mental Illness and Faith Communities
www.mentalhealthministries.net/

OTHER SOURCES CONSULTED:

Time for a change of MIND. G Wilkinson--Bulletin of the
Royal College of Psychiatrists 1981 ;5:140-3. (1280 pages)(552K)-http://
www.pubmedcentral.nih.gov/articlerender.fcgi?artid=1507725

Challenging Stereotypes and Action Guide by Jean Arnold and Nora Weinerth
with Funding provided by the Center for Mental Health Services, Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Administration, U. S. Department of Health and
Human Services. This publication can be accessed electronically at: http://
www.mentalhealth.org
For additional copies, call: CMHS Knowledge Exchange Network, 1-800-789-
2647.

Consumer Survey on Mental Health. American Psychiatric Association.
Embargoed April 25,2006.  http://www.healthyminds.org/multimedia/
2006consumersurveyfacts.pdf

Department of Health and Aging (2000) Mind Matters: A Mental Health Promotion
Resource for Secondary Schools. www.curriculum.edu/mindmatters

Hayward, P and Bright, J.A. (1997). Stigma and mental illness: A review and
critique. Journal of Mental Health. http://www.responseability.org/client_images/
33762.pdf

Lets Talk Fact About Mental health in the Hispanic/Latino Community By
HealthyMinds.org of the American Psychiatric Association
http://www.healthyminds.org/hispanicmh.cfm

STAR Center – www.consumerstar.org (Support Technical Assistance Resource
Center) - funded by CMHS, this center provides support, technical assistance, and
resources to help improve and increase the capacity of consumer operated
programs to meet the needs of persons living with mental illnesses from diverse
communities.

People With Severe Mental Illness More Likely To Be Victims Than Perpetrators of
Violence Special Issue of Psychiatric Services Focuses on Violence and Mental
Illness. PDF available with link: http://ww2.psych.org/MainMenu/Newsroom/
NewsReleases/2008NewsReleases/
PeopleWithSevereMentalIllnessMoreLikelyToBeVictimsStudySays2108.asp

Ending the stigma of "Mental Illness" by Rebecca Hagelin. The Heritage
Foundation
http://www.heritage.org/Press/Commentary/ed071106c.cfm

Changing Minds Campaign, The Royal College of Psychiatrists, 17 Belgrave
Square, London SW1X 8PG Tel: 0207 235 2351.E-mail: stigma@rcpsych.ac.uk.
 September 2003- website: http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/campaigns/changingminds/
whatisstigma/mentaldisorderschallenging.aspx

The Face of Mental Illness Film
http://www.pbs.org/pov/pov2003/west47thstreet/about.html
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