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“It’s alarming when deeply
flawed notions begin to have
power in the delivery of
mental health services for
people with severe mental
illnesses. I’ve been shocked to
see credence being given, in
some mental health policy
discussions, to the idea that
very psychotic people need to
somehow realize that they
need treatment.
This recent article in
Psychology Today by a woman
living with bipolar disorder
does a great job of discussing
the key issues.”
Susan Inman, Author and
Advocate
https://www.psychologytoday.co
m/ca/blog/take-charge-bipolardisorder/201902/why-rockbottom-in-serious-mental-illnessisdeath?fbclid=IwAR2uppLqkNFkiAlS
R-unLPK6b_-HUXOBC6vLcOjgBOtuCrIqDfByy3fnrI

WHY ROCK BOTTOM IN
SERIOUS MENTAL ILLNESS IS
DEATH.
HELP IS NEEDED WHEN
SYMPTOMS TAKE AWAY
RATIONAL THOUGHT.

Posted Feb 14, 2019 Julie A. Fast
Take Charge of Bipolar Disorder
The idea that someone needs to
hit rock bottom before getting
help for a serious mental illness
is a myth. I often hear
loving parents say, "He will get
help when he’s ready! ” or,
“Maybe a few days on the street
will be good for him!” or ”She
will finally say yes to meds when
she realizes the damage bipolar
is doing to her life!"
Serious Mental Illness, SMI,
includes bipolar disorder,
schizoaffective disorder, and
schizophrenia. In SMI, there is no
rock bottom.

ROCK BOTTOM IS OFTEN
DEATH. Here is an example
from my own life: The man in the
accompanying pictures is named
Scott. I drove by and saw him hit
his head on a rock as he fell.
Then he threw up. He was
homeless. I got him to talk with
me and called for services. He
was hallucinating and looked
very sick. I’m used to this as I live
in a city, Portland, Oregon, that
believes people who are
mentally ill have the right to
refuse help and die on the
streets. I also noticed that a
police car, a fire truck and an
ambulance arrived on the scene

1

from my 911 call along with all of
the emergency professionals who
poured out of those vehicles. Think
of the cost.
People like Scott and myself will
never hit rock bottom and realize
we need help when we are sick.

HERE’S WHY: 1. Most people
with SMI have a lack of insight that
comes and goes depending on
symptoms. My official diagnosis is
schizoaffective disorder. I have
bipolar disorder and a separate
psychotic disorder. I fight lack of
insight regularly, and I’ve spent the
past 20 years learning to manage
my mental health. I have enormous
insight as compared to others with
SMI, but compared to the regular
population, even I lack the insight
needed to take care of myself when
I am ill.
2. Denial is not a part of serious
mental illness when a person with
SMI is really sick. Denial implies that
a person knows what is happening
but chooses to ignore the signs. For
example, a person with a
severe alcohol dependency might
be fully aware that if he keeps
drinking he's going to ruin his liver,
but he keeps drinking despite this
awareness. There is no judgment
here, but this is an example of
denial. In SMI, a person can have
teeth rotting out of her head, long,
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dirty fingernails, matted hair and
a sleeping bag on the street for a
bed and still say and believe,

If you love someone with an SMI,
you have tough decisions to
make. Waiting until that person
sees the light, knows they need
"THERE’S NOTHING WRONG help, asks for help or finally hits
rock bottom means you could
WITH ME! YOU ARE THE ONE see the person you love lose
WITH THE PROBLEM!"
everything or die.
There is no rock bottom for us as
rock bottom requires selfawareness that is simply not
available when we are sick.
Don't expect insight from
someone with SMI. In my opinion,
those of us with bipolar disorder,
schizoaffective disorder, and
schizophrenia need people and a
society to make decisions for us
when we are too sick to ask for
help. Without this, our rock
bottom is death.
3. The idea of individual rights is
skewed when it comes to SMI. The
idea of rock bottom is based on
the idea that individuals are
always able to make a
rational choice about life or death
situations. I completely—and I do
mean completely—disagree and
believe in society over the
individual when it comes to
mental health treatment. The
concept of individual rights
doesn't apply to someone who is
not in his or her right mind. We
are not in our right minds when
we are sick.

WHAT CAN WE DO?
• Get involved. Learn about
HIPAA and how it prevents
families from protecting their
loved ones. Work with legislation
that is committed to balancing
HIPAA. Think of our society and
work with advocates to get help
for people at home and on the
streets who are too sick to ask
for treatment. (In Canada see
FIPPA, BC’s Mental Health Act.)
(I hope that people at the ACLU,
people in the anti-psych
movement and those who
believe in individual rights above
society rights can see that the
world this creates is not
sustainable.)
• Read the work of DJ Jaffe,
author of Insane Consequences:
How the Mental Health Industry
Fails the Mentally Ill; Pete Early,
author of Crazy: A Father's
Search Through America's
Mental Health Madness; and
Xavier Amador, author of I Am
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Not Sick, I Don't Need Help! How to
Help Someone with Mental Illness
Accept Treatment.
It is ok to have an opinion different
than the mainstream. I ask that
society make decisions for those of
us with serious mental illness. I
believe in required mental health
treatment, anti-psychotic shots for
florid psychosis, and safe places for
people with SMI to live.
We can work together to create
long-term treatment facilities and
homes for people who live with
serious mental illness. I am not
talking about the institutions you
see in horror movies. I am talking
about asylums that achieve their
original goal of healing and refuge.
They were called asylums for a
positive reason—asylums are a safe
place to heal.
WE NEED THEM AGAIN. ROCK
BOTTOM IS NOT DIGNITY. HELP US.
Julie A. Fast is the author of Loving
Someone with Bipolar Disorder, Take
Charge of Bipolar Disorder, Get it
Done When You’re Depressed and
The Health Cards Treatment System
for Bipolar Disorder. She is a
columnist and blogger for BP
Magazine and won the Mental Health
America journalism award for the
best mental health column in the US.

