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Mental illness hits one in four people
Shedding light on the subject
 

Awareness week gets under way on Sunday
 

By Anne E. O’Malley
 

LIHUE-Mental Illness Awareness Week, Oct. 6 through 12, brings up a subject that the public is generally frightened of. Many would like the subject – and the sufferers – to just go away.
Instead, concerned individuals such as Dr. Krishna Kumar, a psychiatrist here who is also head of the Hawaii Psychiatric Medical Association, are shedding light on the subject.
“I have appealed to the State Council of Churches to light a candle at 10 a.m. on Sunday, Oct. 67, or at a time of worship during the week of Oct. 6 through 12,” says Kumar. He says the symbolism of the candle-lighting is to remove the ignorance surrounding mental illness.
Just what is mental illness? According to the National Alliance for the Mentally Ill (NAMI), mental illnesses are biologically-based brain diseases that can severely disturb a person’s ability to think, feel and relate to other people and the environment.
Some of the more disabling mental illnesses include schizophrenia and depressive disorders (including major depression and manic depressive illness, also called bipolar disorder).
Schizophrenia is a brain disease that often strikes young people between the ages of 16 and 25. Nearly 2 million Americans over the age of 18 are diagnosed with the disease each year.
Some people with schizophrenia experience hallucinations. They cannot distinguish between the real and the unreal.
Exact causes of schizophrenia are not known, but it is believed to be biological and sometimes may involve genetic factors.
Strides occur in medical treatment
Mental illness: It’s not hopeless
Depressive disorders are very common and range widely in severity. Within any given six-month period, 5.8 percent of the population, or over 10 million Americans, suffer from these disorders.
Other mental illnesses include what Kumar refers to as emotional, thought and behavior disorders. They wear a multitude of faces.
Mental illness is so common that it surpasses in numbers the sufferers of cancer, diabetes, heart disease or arthritis.
The No. 1 reason for hospital admissions nationwide is psychiatric disorder. At any moment, nearly 21 percent of hospital beds are filled by mental patients.
With such prevalence, one would think that the public would be more understanding of the illness and more likely to seek help in the face of the illness. Such is not the case.
“I think there are still people who feel you must be crazy if you have to see a psychiatrist,” says Kumar, “And that is a misconception and a misperception.
“First of all, mental illnesses are treatable, and with good success. I think we have better success in treating many mental illnesses than, let’s say, the chronic physical illnesses like diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease and emphysema.”
Some of the lack of awareness on the part of the public stems from the fact that psychiatry is a relatively new science, according to Kumar. Because of this, people haven’t been educated as to the various modes of treatment, he says.
In the area of medications, there have been great strides, as well, but it has all taken time. Contrast the discovery in 1928 of penicillin, used to treat infectious diseases, with the discovery, only in 1953, of thorazine as the first major psychotropic medication.
“It is because of thorazine that the population of our state hospitals throughout the world decreased, because now we were able to control the psychotic symptoms and send these patients out into the community,” says Kumar.
More breakthroughs in medicine occurred in the ‘70s when haldol was discovered to be successful in treating certain psychosis. Then came lithium, which Kumar says showed great success in treating manic-depressive psychosis.
Tranquilizers were discovered that could treat anxiety, and then in the ‘80s, medicines for the treatment of depression and for treating schizophrenia were developed.
Identification of mental illnesses and medical treatment are coming along, says Kumar, but research is an area where great strides need to be taken.
“The unfortunate thing is that only 1 percent of the total health expenditure in this country goes for research on mental illness and substance abuse,” says Kumar.
It is a small sum, considering, says Kumar. The considerations are numerous.
Consider that mental illness affects one in four people, or that 14.5 million Americans will have an episode of major depression or mood disorder during their lifetimes, says Kumar.
Consider that about 12 million children suffer from behavioral and emotional disorders, or that 8 percent of the populations suffers from anxiety disorders.
Mental illness is so prevalent, that everybody needs a few lessons in it, says Kumar. He has written a proposal to the state superintendent of schools to implement a five-day program about mental illness awareness in the schools.
It is needed, he says. Among teenagers, intoxication by cocaine (crack), crystal methamphetamine (ice), or even marijuana, can cause acute psychotic disorders.
Even a brief psychosis is still a type of mental illness, says Kumar. Withdrawal can be so severe as to require hospital care.
No matter what the age of the person, the most important thing in detecting mental illness is to be aware of early warning signals, says Kumar (see box).
 
Signs of mental illness
1.     Marked personality change
2.     Inability to cope with problems and daily activities
3.     Strange or grandiose ideas
4.     Excessive anxieties
5.     Prolonged depression and apathy
6.     Marked changes in eating or sleeping patterns
7.     Thinking or talking about suicide
8.     Extreme highs and lows
9.     Abuse of alcohol or drugs
10.         Excessive anger, hostility or violent behavior
A person displaying one or more of these warning signs should be evaluated by a psychiatrist or other physician as soon as possible.
 
 
Stress can contribute to the development of mental illness. Recognized stresses include death of a loved one, divorce or separation from a spouse, serious physical illness, loss of a job, retirement, moving, financial difficulties and others.
During such stresses, Kumar says family members need to tune in a little more to each other.
Should a family member or friend exhibit signs of mental illness, there are ways to help, says Kumar.
“The best thing family members can do is first to tune in within themselves and to experience what they are going through,” says Kumar. “Then, gently tell the family member those feelings and observations concerning the family member.
“If the relationships are good in the family, the family member will care to listen and understand the feelings of the other family members.”
Kumar says that a family member can suggest a beginning evaluation.
“If a person does not feel comfortable immediately to go to a psychiatrist or a mental health professional, the family member can encourage the person to go to the family physician,” says Kumar.
Physical illness, medication, or use of alcohol or drugs may be causing the apparent mental illness, says Kumar. Or it may be a situational, transient disorder brought on by not being able to cope with pressures at work or in relationships.
If these suggestions don’t work, Kumar says that encouraging the mentally ill person to contact a clergyman, or to telephone a physician or mental health professional are good suggestions. A home visit may be suggested.
On Kauai, Kumar says that there are many channels within the community for people to make contact with.
 
