
Violence and Mental Illness: The Facts

The discrimination and stigma associated with mental illnesses largely stem from the link between mental illness and violence in the minds of the general public, according to Mental Health: A Report of the Surgeon General (1999). “For instance, 61 percent of Americans think that people with schizophrenia are likely to be dangerous to others,” notes the report of the President’s New Freedom Commission on Mental Health, Achieving the Promise: Transforming Mental Health Care in America. 

This link is promoted by the news and entertainment media. For example, the National Mental Health Association reported that, according to a survey for the Screen Actors’ Guild, characters in prime time television portrayed as having a mental illness are depicted as the most dangerous of all demographic groups: 60 percent were shown to be involved in crime or violence (three times the average rate). In addition, “[s]tudies showed that as many as 75 percent of stories dealing with mental illness focus on violence.
   Although more recent research suggests the prevalence of these kinds of stories is diminishing
 at least a third of stories continue to focus on dangerousness. Also, the vast majority of remaining stories on mental illness either focus on other negative characteristics related to people with the disorder (e.g., unpredictability and unsociability) or on medical treatments. Notably absent are positive stories that highlight recovery of many persons with even the most serious of mental illnesses.

The average citizen finds these images persuasive. According to the National Mental Health Association (June 1999) and the MacArthur Mental Health Module (1996), almost half of all Americans (46 percent) believe that people who have mental illnesses are more violent than the general population. In fact, between 1950 and 1996, the number of Americans who describe mental illness in terms consistent with violent or dangerous behavior nearly doubled.

As a result, Americans are hesitant to interact with people who have mental illnesses: 38 percent are unwilling to be friends with someone having mental health difficulties, 64 percent do not want someone who has schizophrenia as a close coworker, and more than 68 percent are unwilling to have someone with depression marry into their family.
 

But, in truth, people have little reason for such fears. A consensus statement signed by more than three dozen lawyers, advocates, consumers/survivors, and mental health professionals reads in part: 

“The results of several recent large-scale research projects conclude that only a weak association between mental disorders and violence exists in the community. Serious violence by people with major mental disorders appears concentrated in a small fraction of the total number, and especially in those who use alcohol and other drugs.”
  

The following facts may help address discrimination and stigma:
 

· “Research has shown that the vast majority of people who are violent do not suffer from mental illnesses.” 
 
· “Clearly, mental health status makes at best a trivial contribution to the overall level of violence in society.”

· “Compared with the risk associated with the combination of male gender, young age, and lower socioeconomic status, the risk of violence presented by mental disorder is modest.”
 
· People with psychiatric disabilities are far more likely to be victims than perpetrators of violent crime.

· “A new study by researchers at North Carolina State University and Duke University has found that people with severe mental illness — schizophrenia, bipolar disorder or psychosis — are 2 1⁄2 times more likely to be attacked, raped or mugged than the general population.”
 
· “[T]he risk of [being killed by a stranger with psychosis] is around the same as that of being killed by lightning — about 1 in 10 million.”

· “Statistically we are all 400 times more likely to die from flu than to be killed by a mentally ill patient.”
 

· “[t]he absolute risk posed by mental illness is small and only a small proportion of the violence in our society can be attributed to the mentally ill.”
 

· “Statistically, you are 20 times more likely to be killed by a sane person than an insane one, and not very likely to be killed by either.”
  

· “Most people who suffer from a mental disorder are not violent — there is no need to fear them. Embrace them for who they are — normal human beings experiencing a difficult time, who need your open mind, caring attitude, and helpful support.”
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