
Need Help

Multnomah County's Crisis
Line takes calls 24 hours a
day. Trained staffers can
refer callers to mental
health services and, if
necessary, dispatch a mobile
crisis team . 503-988-4888.

National Alliance on Mental
Illness of Oregon offers free
classes and support groups
for people with mental
illness and their families. It
also runs a toll-free help
line from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
weekdays: 800-343-6264.

Families of mentally ill face daunting challenges

Posted by Jerry Casey, The Oregonian November 12, 2008 23:19PM

Imagine your brother had a severe chronic illness. Imagine it messed with his ability to realize how sick he was and
made him act a little crazy.

Imagine he resisted getting treatment and insisted he was fine. Imagine he threatened you when you tried to help.
Imagine his caregiver nearly went bankrupt. Imagine you found out he was off his meds again and about to be
evicted. Imagine you were scared, desperate and clueless what to do -- but decided to visit him one more time.

Imagine, in other words, you were Theresa Rockwood last month.

Her dilemma played out with horrific consequences: She was found stabbed to death in her brother's apartment. Her
brother, Joseph F. Rockwood, 54, who has schizophrenia, is charged with murder.

"One of the things our system is not well prepared to do is engage families," said Chris Bouneff, director of
marketing and development for DePaul Treatment Centers and president of the National Alliance on Mental Illness
of Oregon.

With a physical illness, Bouneff said, caregivers are more insistent on bringing family members into discussions
about treatment. "Typically, in mental health, that doesn't happen."

There are many reasons: fear, stigma, denial, ethical concerns about privacy
protection.

"It's not uncommon for family members to struggle with trying to get care for
their loved ones," Bouneff said. The problem gets especially dicey when the
loved one has schizophrenia, which plays havoc with self-awareness and logic.

"It doesn't work to say to them, 'Why don't you just get help?' Their frame of
reference will never be that they need help," Bouneff said.

Like Theresa Rockwood, clinical psychologist Xavier Amador had a brother
diagnosed with schizophrenia. Amador's book, "I Am Not Sick, I Don't Need
Help: How to Help Someone with Mental Illness Accept Treatment," is based
on his own frustration, starting when he confronted his brother Henry and
accosted him for tossing his medicine into the trash can.

"With every dose of 'reality' I tried to give him, Henry countered with more
denials," Amador writes. "And with every go-round we both became angrier
and angrier.

"My natural instinct to confront his denial was completely ineffective and made
things worse."

So where does a worried relative turn? "There's no easy answer," Bouneff said.

Even if the law made it easier to confine mentally ill people against their will -- a controversial move -- there's little
capacity to take care of them.

"You can't get into the state hospital, and you can't get out of the state hospital," Bouneff said. "There's nowhere to
go. Cascadia is overwhelmed."

Cascadia Behavioral Healthcare, the state's largest nonprofit provider of mental health services, nearly collapsed
financially in May. It has scaled back staff and services to get into the black.

Friends of Theresa Rockwood said she told them her brother had a caseworker and a doctor at Cascadia. Cascadia
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officials declined to discuss the case, citing federal privacy laws.

"We have a system that's chronically underfunded," Bouneff said. "Situations like this put providers in a bind. The
problem is much more complex than pointing a finger at the provider."

Mental illness is not voluntary, said Beckie Child, president of Mental Health America of Oregon, an advocacy
group. "Nobody asked to be mentally ill."

Her group hears from families that are at a loss about how to handle the needs of relatives with mental health
problems. "We certainly can listen," Child said, "and sometimes that's the most helpful thing we can do."

Mental illness carries stigma that physical illnesses such as cancer or heart disease do not.

"It affects the whole family," Child said. "It's really tricky not to wind up blaming the person who has the illness.
And it's hard to be patient and watch someone go through the healing process -- or not."

-- Don Colburn; doncolburn@news.oregonian.com
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Comments

MikeLovesYou says...

As with most of our modern institutions, if you do not have an answer as the consumer/customer and aren't
willing/able to fight for yourself - sorry, join the system of revolving BS.

Posted on 11/13/08 at 1:23AM

Grannie56 says...

Ms. Rockwood acted in good faith in her attempts to engage her brother's mental healthcare providers to intervene
with her brother. Those providers failed to act in an appropriate manner which resulted in Ms. Rockwood's death.

This is not an isolated incident. The Oregonian has run other stories such as this one, in the past.

At what point do the families of those with severe mental illness hold the mental healthcare system, and the state as
the funders accountable legally? At what point does inaction by the care provider team become medical negligence?

I am beginning to think that families such as Ms. Rockwood's might need to take legal action against the "system".

Certainly, there are families who do so against providers of medical care who provide substandard care resulting in
bad outcomes.

Posted on 11/13/08 at 8:31AM

GRH15 says...

I too, have mentaly ill family members, and know what it is like to try to get help for them. If they are adults, then
the system says that they need to seek help, themselfs, but most of the time the person with the illness doesn't want
to admit that they have a problem, the system won't do anything unless the person harms either them selves or
others, which, as in this case, is too late.

If a child is over the age of 12, then they are considered compitent to seek help themselfs, and even a parent can not
put them into treatment, the doctors will not keep the parents informed, or allow the parent to make decisions, unless
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