IDENTIFYING MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES
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While many people in the U.S. population will experience some form of mental illness other than substance abuse in their lifetimes, the majority will not.  Still, in any given year an estimated 13% of the population will suffer from anxiety disorders and another 9.5% will have some form of depressive illness including bipolar disorder (manic depression).  The most prevalent psychotic illness, schizophrenia, occurs in 1.1% of the adult population (about 2.2 million people).  Just over 29,000 people per year commit suicide in the U.S. (Information from the National Institute of Mental Health).  As with substance abuse, mental health issues are treatable and, in many cases, resolve without formal care.

SIGNS TO LOOK FOR:  GENERAL MENTAL HEALTH

Many of the general indicators from the substance abuse section apply here as well.  Keep in mind that there may be cultural and gender differences in the way mental disorders are described and experienced.  For example, some people may focus more on physical complaints (e.g., fatigue or aches and pains) than on emotional concerns.

1. Secrecy or avoiding contact; difficult to engage; not answering the door when home

2. Missed appointments or absenteeism from work or school

3. Declines in work performance or in children’s school performance

4. Messy or disorganized home environment

5. Poor personal hygiene

6. Changed behaviors with regard to socializing, childcare, or schedules (e.g., frequently sleeping in)

7. Increased isolation from family and friends

8. Mood swings; excessively elevated mood; pervasive sadness; irritability; paranoia; confusion; or defensiveness

9. Change in sleep patterns, appetite, or mood

10. Increased fatigue, worry, or anxious feelings

11. Care-taking behavior by children in the home

SIGNS TO LOOK FOR:  DEPRESSION

While more common in women, depression also occurs in men but the signs and symptoms may not be as obvious.  

1. Feelings of sadness most of the time

2. Lack of enjoyment from doing things previously found pleasurable, including interacting with family and friends

3. Oversleeping (hard to get out of bed) or difficulty sleeping well at night

4. Feelings of fatigue

5. Reduced sexual energy

6. Loss of appetite or feeling like eating all the time

7. Difficulty focusing and being forgetful

8. Increased aches and pains that persist

9. Feeling bad about oneself most of the time

10. Feeling anxious and upset, but not sure why

11. Increased irritability

12. Thoughts of death including thoughts of suicide

SIGNS TO LOOK FOR:  ANXIETY DISORDERS

1. The person is always worried about things, even when there are no signs of trouble

2. Reports frequent aches and pains that can’t be traced to physical problems

3. The person is often tired, but has trouble sleeping

4. Appears physically tense or reports feeling tension in the body much of the time

5. Reports of panic attacks (heart racing, dizziness, can’t breathe, tingling)

6. Reports of nightmares and flashbacks to past accidents or trauma (e.g., a sexual assault)

7. Repeated handwashing or obsession with germs; overly concerned about checking locks or leaving the stove on when leaving the house

8. Can’t get thoughts out of their head about losing control and harming someone they care about

9. Fears about meeting new people, being embarrassed in social situations, or leaving the house

SIGNS TO LOOK FOR:  THOUGHT DISORDERS

These mental health issues, such as schizophrenia, are what most people think of when they hear the word “crazy.”  They are relatively rare.  In addition to the general symptoms listed above, most people realize when they encounter an individual who is having a thought disorder.  Psychotic symptoms may also be caused by substance abuse or by certain physical conditions.  Some other signs that can occur include: 

1. The person exhibits unusual thoughts and speech patterns; has trouble focusing on a topic; loose or bizarre associations with the ideas they express; talks rapidly with a flood of thoughts

2. The person is not oriented to time, person, or place

3. They express or exhibit hallucinations (hearing things, seeing things) or delusions (imagining things or holding strong personal beliefs that are not true)

4. There have been dramatic changes in behavior, including social isolation or withdrawal

