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Good Mental Health: It Starts with a Conversation

About 1 in 4 people will experience significant, life-disrupting emotional or mental distress during their lifetime.  For some of these people, their experiences will lead to psychiatric diagnosis and the use of mental health services.  If you or someone you know is affected by these issues, here are some questions you may be wondering about: 

What causes the kinds of life-disrupting emotional or mental distress that can lead to psychiatric diagnosis?

There are many possible causes for these sorts of disruptions. Life experiences (such as trauma, loss, and violence), environmental issues (such as poor nutrition), and biological factors all can cause extreme mental distress. Although it’s often impossible to identify an exact cause for any particular person, it’s important to remember that healing and recovery are possible for everyone. This includes people who have received what are considered to be some of the most serious psychiatric diagnoses, such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. 

I’m used to the term “mental illness,” but I’ve noticed that some people don’t use it. Why not?

For many years, mental health professionals – as well as the general public and people who receive services – have described those who have been given a psychiatric diagnoses as having a “mental illness.” Many people still find this to be a useful way to explain their experiences. However, for others, mental distress can be viewed as a response to past trauma or just as a different way of being in the world rather than an illness to be cured. For many people, the ability to define and make meaning of their own experience is a critical part of their healing and recovery process. 

What do we mean by recovery? 

There are many definitions of recovery from a variety of sources. The U.S. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) offers one example:  “A journey of healing and transformation enabling a person with a mental health problem to live a meaningful life in a community of his or her choice while striving to achieve his or her full potential.” (For more info: http://www.samhsa.gov/recovery) 

If someone experiences mental distress or receives a psychiatric diagnosis, what services will they need to recover?

There is no one path to recovery. Many people benefit from services or support provided by doctors or mental health professionals, but others may not want or need mental health services. Some people feel that their recovery is supported by the use of psychiatric medications; others may view medications as not helpful or even harmful. Support provided by family and friends is a key component of recovery for most people. (For more info: http://www.nimh.nih.gov)
Are there certain types of diagnoses or experiences that require specific treatments? 

Research has identified many interventions that are effective for specific mental health issues, but each person responds differently to different approaches. A growing number of resources are available to provide support that reflects the person’s needs, values, and lifestyle. In general, the most effective approach is to provide each person with options and empower them to choose the path that is most helpful in restoring meaning to their life. (For more info: www.westernmassrlc.org)

How does past trauma impact a person’s mental health?

Many people who have received psychiatric diagnoses have also experienced physical or emotional trauma. Research shows the substantial impact that trauma can have on an individual’s physical and emotional well-being, including a significant increase in the likelihood that a person will receive a psychiatric diagnosis, struggle with substance abuse, develop significant physical problems such as heart disease and chronic bronchitis, or commit suicide. (For more info: http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/)

As a result, many in the mental health field are working to become “trauma-informed.” This means developing environments and approaches based on the assumption that people entering treatment environments may be trauma survivors and structuring interactions in a way that avoids re-traumatization. It also means being open to the idea that behaviors that may previously have been considered “symptoms” of an “illness” may actually be adaptations or coping strategies that developed to manage and survive traumatic situations.  (For more info:  http://www.samhsa.gov/nctic/about)

What is peer support, and how does it help? 

Many people experiencing mental distress find the most effective support to be from people who have had similar life experiences. This is often referred to as “peer support” and is rooted in the idea that mutual, respectful relationships facilitate healing. Peer support has been shown to help people live a meaningful life. As a result, it has been integrated into an increasing number of settings and now plays an important role both as an alternative to and as a component of many traditional mental health services.  (For more info: www.psresources.info) 

What is the risk that people who have received psychiatric diagnoses are likely to be violent toward others?

People who have received psychiatric diagnoses are no more likely to be violent than other people who live in their neighborhoods but don’t have a psychiatric diagnosis. As a result, the level of violence attributable to psychiatric disorders is very low. (For more info: http://www.macarthur.virginia.edu/violence.html) 

I’m concerned that someone I care about may be experiencing emotional or mental distress. What can I do to help? 

· Listen without judgment, empathize, and offer support. Don’t think you have to “solve” the problems the person is experiencing.

· Remind the person of their strengths and talents. Try not to label them with diagnoses or symptoms. 

· Be open and transparent in your interactions. If you are concerned about changes in someone’s behavior, say so directly and respectfully – and listen carefully to the person’s response. 

· Remember that past experiences with emotional trauma and violence may affect the ways in which a person engages in relationships or responds to events.  

· Share information about the range of resources available and encourage the person to reach out for support. A short list of resources available in the Amherst area follows. If you feel that someone is in immediate danger of physical harm, call 911.

· Educate others. If you hear misinformation or disrespectful comments about people who are struggling, don’t be afraid to share what you’ve learned about mental health.
Supporting someone can be stressful and confusing, so remember to take care of your own mental health and don’t hesitate to reach out for help. 
Here are some resources in the Amherst area that provide support for people experiencing distress and their families: 

Massachusetts Department of Mental Health (http://www.mass.gov/eohhs/gov/departments/dmh/) The mission of DMH is to assure and provide access to services and supports to meet the mental health needs of individuals of all ages, enabling them to live, work and participate in their communities. The Department establishes standards to ensure effective and culturally competent care to promote recovery. The Department sets policy, promotes self-determination, protects human rights and supports mental health training and research. This critical mission is accomplished by working in partnership with other state agencies, individuals, families, providers and communities. (413-587-6200)

Clinical & Support Options (www.csoinc.org) CSO is a comprehensive behavioral health organization serving people throughout Western Massachusetts. In Hampshire County, CSO provides crisis services under contract with DMH. (413-582-0471)

NAMI of Western Massachusetts (www.namiwm.org) NAMI of Western Massachusetts provides education, advocacy, and other resources – including free support groups – for families, friends, and people who identify as having a biologically-based mental disorder. (413-786-9139)

ServiceNet, Inc. (www.servicenet.org) ServiceNet provides a wide range of human services for people in the Pioneer Valley. In Hampshire County, ServiceNet provides Community Based Flexible Support (CBFS) services under contract with DMH. (413-585-1300)

The Support Network for Families of Western Mass (http://wmtcinfo.org/typolight/index.php/support-network-for-families-of-w-mass.html) The Support Network offers advocacy, support groups and resources for families of children who are struggling with a variety of challenges. (413-536-2401)

Western Mass Recovery Learning Community (www.westernmassrlc.org) The RLC offers peer-to-peer support, resource centers (Holyoke, Greenfield, Springfield, Pittsfield), a peer support line, access to alternative healing practices (yoga, acupuncture), support groups (Alternatives to Suicide, Hearing Voices, etc.), bridging supports for people transitioning back to community from the hospital, advocacy, and extensive learning and growth opportunities to individuals seeking support, clinicians, peer supporters, family members and the broader community. (413-539-5941) 

The RLC also offers Afiya House, a peer-run respite house in Northampton that offers an alternative to hospitalization by providing a “safe space in which each person can find the balance and support needed to turn what is so often referred to as a ‘crisis’ into a learning and growth opportunity.” (http://www.westernmassrlc.org/afiya) (413-570-2990) 

If you’d like to sponsor a Community Conversation with DMH or propose follow-up activities, please contact Jenifer Urff, Director of Recovery for DMH-Western Mass Area, at (413) 587-6200. 
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