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Mental illness stigma lingers even though people understand it's a brain
disease

By Shari Roan, Los Angeles Times

9:15 AM PDT, November 2, 2010

Public perception of mental illness and addiction has changed significantly -- and for the
good -- in the last 15 years. That doesn't mean, however, that people feel comfortable
working or living near or being friends with someone with mental illness, according to a
major new survey.

The study compared people's responses to vignettes involving mental illness and
addiction to gauge public understanding of the illness and feelings toward those who are
ill or addicted. The surveys took place in 1996 and 2006. The idea, the researchers said,
was to assess whether major efforts to improve the treatment of mental conditions and
eliminate stigma in the United States is working. Several sweeping efforts have been
made in the past two decades to educate Americans on mental illness. A major theme of
these campaigns is that mental illnesses and addiction are biological, brain-based,
sometimes-genetic illnesses that are each "a disease like any other."

The survey finds the public has embraced that concept, but only to a point. The
percentage of people who attributed depression to neurobiological causes increased from
54% of those surveyed in 1996 to 67% in 2006. Those who endorsed psychiatrists to help treat alcoholism increased from 61% to 79% in the 10-
year period.

However, the willingness to associate with people with these disorders did not change much. For example, the percentage of people who said they
are unwilling to work closely with someone with major depression was 46% in 1996 and 47% in 2006. The percentage of people who considered
people with schizophrenia to be a danger to others was 54% in 1996 and 60% in 2006.

Though research and treatment options for people with mental illness or addiction have clearly improved, many could be held back by social
stigma, said the authors of the study, led by Indiana University researchers. "Public attitudes matter," they wrote. "Attitudes can translate directly
into fear or understanding, rejection or acceptance, delayed service use or early medical attention."

It may take a new approach -- something other than science-based anti-stigma campaigns -- to change public attitudes, the authors said. One such
approach is to focus on the "abilities, competencies, and community integration of persons with mental illness and substance use disorders."

(Which brings to mind Los Angeles Laker's star Ron Artest and his efforts to raise money for mental health services by raffling his NBA
Championship ring. Artest, who has been treated for depression, has been outspoken about the importance and value of seeking treatment. His
"Win My Bling" raffle raised $120,000 in just one day last week.)

In a commentary accompanying the study, Dr. Howard H. Goldman of the University of Maryland points to encouraging signs that people with
these diseases can live on equitable terms with those who have not suffered addiction or mental illness.
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"We may not have eliminated social stigmatization of symptomatic individuals with mental illness," he wrote. "But improved treatment has helped
many of them to make their symptoms and dysfunction less visible and less problematic."

The papers appear in the current issue of the American Journal of Psychiatry.

Related: Jani is at the mercy of her mind.
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