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Prescription for mental health: ‘Living and loving it’
 
By Paul C. Curtis
 

LIHUE – Dr. Krishna Kumar, a psychiatrist with Kauai Medical Group, has a simple prescription for mental health: “Living and loving it.”
Kumar, who had to come to Kauai from Oahu for the sake of his own mental health, says everyone needs to strike a balance of work, family and spiritual life:
It’s a delicate scale that easily falls out of balance as day-to-day life takes its course.
The symptoms that all three aren’t going right are things that happen to nearly everyone at certain times: feelings of uneasiness, upset, nervousness, irritability, sluggishness, short-temperament, lack of energy, appetite changes, sleep problems, changes in work habits, and more.
While many of those symptoms are typically summarily dismissed as conditions of daily living, Kumar says they might be signs of mental illness.
Mental illness, you see, isn’t just insanity, hallucinations and paranoia.
It includes depression, anxiety, panic disorders, sexual dysfunction, and more, and can be at the heart of family or work problems.
The good news is that, with treatment and medications, most mental health concerns can be dealt with.
For example, treatment and medications for panic disorder and anxiety are 90 percent effective; for major depression, over 80 percent effective; for schizophrenia’s acute symptoms, 80 percent effective; and for manic/depressive disorders, up to 80 percent effective.
Part of the problem, Kumar noted, is that people think seeing a psychiatrist is something only “mental” people need to do.
The fact is that, in his short time on the island, Kumar has seen many doctors and other professionals, with common and complex mental health problems.
He’s seen patients suffering from anxiety, depression, sexual dysfunction in teens and adults, panic disorders, and victims of incest, and those suffering the agony rather than the ecstasy of marriage.
He has been speaking before many clubs and organizations, and one of his topics is “The Agony and Ecstasy of Marriage.”
The most common problems, the most universal ones, involve relationships, Kumar told the Kauai Times.
When he sees patients, he asks them if they are happy with their relationships with spouses, employers, employees, neighbors, children, relatives, and others.
If not, how unhappy are you? Is the next question, followed by, How intense are your feelings when you’re unhappy.
On Kauai, as with other places, the pace of life doesn’t affect mental health as much as lifestyle decisions he said.
“If we all want to be independent and successful, in time, that will contribute to tension, anxiety, stress.”
The high percentage of people on Kauai who have to work two jobs to get by, and the high percentage of households where both the husband and wife work, contribute to tension, anxiety and stress, too.
“Yes. I’m not going to generalize, but it does contribute to it.” And no job is so perfect that employee-employer relationships are always good for all parties involved, he stated.
He is concerned with mental health problems that Kauaians of all the levels encounter, and has seen a fair amount of teens with drug, alcohol or parenting problems, suffering from a lack of responsibility, and also feeling isolated and lonely.
“Teens are the future of the island. I’m concerned about all age groups. Teens have so many years ahead of them and they can contribute to society.”
Hew is also concerned about the mental health problems of the large elderly population here, too.
He has seen senior citizens with anxiety, depression and tension woes, and seniors who are unhappy at home or unhappy in care homes, or are taking lots of medications with no real progress seen.
Next week is Mental Illness Awareness Week in the state, and today, Wednesday, Oct. 3, the County Council signed a certificate so designating the week. Mayor Yukimura inks a proclamation this Friday, Oct. 5.
On Monday, Oct. 8, Kumar, who is public affairs committee chairman for the Hawaii Psychiatric Society, presents a video and discussion at Wilcox Hospital’s conference room at 7 p.m.
    “Mental Illness: Awareness and Hope” is the video. There are two other videos, “Panic Prison” (on panic disorder), and “Faces of Anxiety,” which he hopes to show at public meetings, and possibly have the cable TV stations run as well.
The purpose of Mental Illness Awareness Week, proclaimed Sunday to Saturday, Oct. 7 to 13 by a joint resolution of the U.S. Congress and signed by the President, is to focus on the causes, stigma, and treatment of mental illnesses.
    Governor Waihee as well as Yukimura and the other county mayors signed proclamations, and Kumar is emcee for a candlelight vigil on Friday, Oct. 12 at the State Capitol.
“People with mental illness need all the help they can get,” and on Kauai the Alliance for the Mentally Ill is very active, Kumar said.
Just as alcoholics oftentimes relate better in group than individual therapy to other alcoholics, the same is true with those suffering from mental illness, he observed.
The observance week is important in terms of getting people to understand that psychiatrists aren’t people who see just crazy people.
People who need help for symptoms that might be related to mental illness see their family doctor, but oftentimes still end up having the same symptoms after treatment.
Psychiatric problems are no different than other medical problems, he said. Everyone can get stressed out, and treatment is effective, he added.
Family doctors are effective when dealing with acute symptoms, but can’t generally spend more than 10 or 15 minutes with a patient. Psychiatrists, on the other hand, spend an overage of one hour with a patient, so are able to grasp a deeper understanding of a person’s feelings, his or her way of thinking, and more, Kumar noted.
After 15 years of practicing on Oahu, Kumar felt the need to come to Kauai for his own mental health. An avid hiker, he sees Kokee and the Na Pali Coast as a perfect prescription for his spirituality and mental health.
He is also “blessed to have a good wife and two good children. They keep on enhancing my mental health, and I’m learning from my children, from their spontaneity and curiosity, and I am gaining more sensitivity from my wife.”
He is still learning about his own mental health, he noted.
The Hawaii Psychiatric Society, State Alliance for the Mentally Ill, Pacific Anxiety Resources, and other agencies serving the mentally ill, are endeavoring to increase public awareness about mental illness, through personal contacts, public service announcements, and video showings during Mental Illness Awareness Week.
There are certain illnesses in America that no one wants to talk about, and these are mental illnesses, he said.
These illnesses are everywhere, affecting one in five individuals – the poor and the rich, the young and the old, people from every race and background.
They strike sons, daughters, mothers, fathers, and follow some families like a curse, generation after generation.
They steal human dignity and move many who suffer with them to abuse drugs and alcohol, or even to commit suicide.
They cost the nation nearly $250 billion dollars annually, crippling businesses, shattering families, condemning some to a shadowy existence of shame, degradation, poverty and abuse.
These illnesses which affect the way we think, feel and act, are more hidden than heart disease and more insidious than cancer.
The facts are that, at any given time, 25 million Americans over age 18 suffer from a mental disorder.
About eight million children under age 18 suffer from mental or behavioral disorder.
Some nine million Americans suffer from depression each year.
Another eight million Americans are alcoholics, and another 3.4 million are drug addicts.
Each year, about two million Americans suffer from schizophrenia.
About 30 percent of those who seek general medical care actually suffer from emotional disorders.
Some 20 percent of ailments that send Americans to their doctor are related to anxiety symptoms.
Suicide is now the second-leading cause of death among those ages 15 to 19, behind accidents.
Insurance coverage for mental illness, even with the treatment success rate, is still quite limited when compared with other medical illnesses such as diabetes, heart disease and cancer.
Watch for a story on successful mental health programs on Kauai in this weekend’s Kauai Times.
