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Know mental illness 
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Many know little or nothing about various conditions 

Mentor resident Sandra Philips suffers from depression, a mental illness that started affecting her after the sudden death of her son Donald Day III.  Her son was 18 when he died Oct. 30, 1983, in California, after he fell 280 feet from an amusement park ride.  "I was sitting here watching TV when they showed it on TV that he died, and I didn't know he was my son," Philips, 60, recalled.  The next day, she learned that the man who died was her son.  "I got really sick, and one day, I ended up in Laurelwood," Philips said.


She eventually was referred to Neighboring: Mental Health Services in Mentor and started art therapy classes as a way to divert some of her focus from her depression.  Today, she continues to take antidepression medication, and she increases the dosage during holidays - a time when the emphasis on family naturally increases.


"I realize some people have the same problem that I do, and they have to cope," Philips said. "The worst thing is when you don't see your son grow up and have a family, and you don't have a daughter-in-law or get to see them walk down the aisle."


When she first started at Neighboring, art therapist Carol Breckenridge gave Philips a pen and paper. It was then that Philips discovered she could draw, and it became a creative outlet and release for her.  "I started out doing faces. I was no good," she said. "Then I did animals, and I was no good. Then I started doing scenery, and that was it."


Philips is one of the many artists whose paintings are on display at "Expressions of Wellness," a showcase of art created by area residents who suffer from mental illness.  The exhibit takes place now through May 21 in Dillard's South Concourse of the Great Lakes Mall in Mentor.  The show is sponsored by the Lake County Alcohol, Drug Addiction and Mental Health Services board, and is free and open to the public.  Many of the pieces in the show were created in art therapy classes offered through one of the ADAMHS-supported agencies that provide mental health services.  Philips said the public needs to know these agencies are there for them.


"Without them, I think I would be dead tonight," she said.  "They don't know there are a lot of good places out there. At Laurelwood, I realized I was really sick."

About this series
The National Mental Health Association estimates 54 million Americans have some form of mental illness, including depression, bipolar disorder and schizophrenia.  That's one reason the association designated May as National Mental Health Month in an effort to raise awareness about mental illnesses.


In conjunction, The News-Herald will spend the remaining Sundays and Mondays this month publishing a series titled "Brain Storms: Making Sense of Mental Illnesses" in order to examine some of the issues of mental illness.  The word "storm" is an analogy that was chosen for part of the series title because mental health officials say a storm isn't something people choose to bring on themselves. A storm "happens" to them.  Exact causes aren't fully known for all mental illnesses. Research shows the causes include genetic and environmental factors, traumatic events, and other physical illnesses and injuries that have psychiatric side effects.  Some individuals who have mental illnesses and who were interviewed for this series agreed to let their names be published and photographs taken. Others, whose names will not be used at their request, made this decision because they feared they might be ridiculed, ostracized or discharged from their jobs because of the stigma surrounding such mental illnesses.

A lot to learn
Many Americans know little about mental illness, according to a recent survey released by the American Psychiatric Association.  The survey found a significant lack of consumer knowledge and understanding about the warning signs, causes and effective treatments for mental illnesses, such as depression.


Almost half the people surveyed - 44 percent - reported knowing only a little or almost nothing about mental illnesses, according to a news release from the association that was posted on the Web site for the National Alliance of the Mentally Ill.  But asked whether they would benefit from knowing more about the warning signs of mental illness, the survey showed 84 percent said "yes."


"The consequences of this gap in knowledge are quite serious," Dr. Carolyn Robinowitz, the APA secretary-treasurer and president-elect, said in the news release.  "About one in five Americans suffer from a diagnosable mental disorder during any given year. This means few families are untouched by a mental illness. All families will benefit from understanding how these disorders can impact their lives."


The survey also showed that one-third of Americans mistakenly think that emotional or personal weakness is a major cause of mental illnesses, and almost as many think old age is a major cause.  Robinowitz said advances in medical science have led to new and innovative treatments that help people live full and productive lives.


"Today, we know more than ever about how the brain works and how it affects overall health," she said. 
"We need to make sure Americans get the benefit of these discoveries, and that means dispelling myths and providing the facts so that people get the help they need. We really can help Americans have healthy minds so they can enjoy healthy lives."


Treatments for mental illnesses are proving to be effective.  The National Institute of Mental Health recently found the rate of successful treatment for depression (70 to 80 percent) compares favorably to the rate for other chronic illnesses, such as heart disease (45 to 50 percent).  The survey showed that many Americans do not understand that common mental illnesses can be successfully treated most of the time.  "Left untreated, mental illnesses can take an enormous toll on family life, the workplace and society as a whole," Robinowitz said. Mental disorders comprise four of the 10 leading causes of disability in the United States, and the economic burden of depression alone was estimated at $83 billion in 2000.

Additional findings
· Psychiatrists are uniquely qualified to help: Eighty-seven percent say it is important to have a medical degree when it comes to being able to diagnose and treat mental illnesses.

· Stigma persists: Thirty-one percent of adults surveyed say they would not seek treatment because they fear what others may think.
· Mental health groups and the media can help with positive images: Almost two-thirds of adults surveyed say positive stories in the news media about mental illnesses and positive portrayals of people with mental illnesses in television programs and movies would have "quite a lot" or "some" influence in overcoming the stigma associated with mental illnesses.

"The most important point is for people to understand that mental illnesses are real and highly treatable," said Robinowitz. "Through the APA's 'Healthy Minds. Healthy Lives' campaign, we are providing the most up-to-date, science-based information on common mental health concerns, warning signs, where to turn for help, and treatment options."


For professional help, people can turn to their primary care physician or a psychiatrist. As medical doctors, psychiatrists specialize in how the brain works. They are the only mental health practitioners who are trained in the biological workings of the mind and body. 
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