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Thank you for your kind introduction.  I am pleased and honored to participate in the opening of this art exhibit helping us understand and combat the stigma of mental illness.
MENTAL HEALTH CRISIS
· I have lived with a serious mental illness since I was first diagnosed with bipolar disorder more than 37 years ago in October 1977.  At that time, I was convinced I would lose my family and friends, my political career, and even my mind.  Fortunately, I was wrong.

· For about a month, I experienced several daily episodes of “euphoric manic psychosis.”  During each episode, I hallucinated out of control for up to an hour.  My hallucinations included:

-- Believing my two-year-old daughter was about to give birth to a baby; 

-- Almost drinking a glass of assorted pills that could have accidentally killed me;

-- Protecting our two daughters from imaginary wolves in Magnolia;

-- Walking off a ten-foot rockery; and

-- Coming within one step of walking off the top deck of the Bremerton ferry, probably accidentally killing myself.

· The worst episode occurred when I almost accidentally injured or killed our two young daughters while playfully swinging a fireplace poker out of control in our living room.

· During these episodes, I was running for re-election to the Seattle City Council.  Even though I did not make any public appearances during the General Election campaign, I was re-elected with 79 percent of the vote.  

· I have been lucky to have the resources needed to cope with a serious mental illness.  After overcoming discrimination, I received an accurate diagnosis, as well as appropriate medication and treatment.

· I have also been blessed with a loving family, supportive friends and colleagues, an excellent education, and enough money to pay for my mental health care.

· As a result, I was able to recover from my mental illness, overcome the stigma, and lead a productive and enjoyable life for almost 36 years.  Since April of last year, however, I have been coping with new challenges to my mental and physical health.  

STIGMA OF MENTAL ILLNESS
·  Overcoming the stigma

-- Perhaps the most challenging mental health problem is the impact of stigma on people living with a mental illness and their families.

-- Mental illness continues to be stigmatized by misconceptions, myths, and taboos.

-- Although the public’s understanding of mental illnesses and their treatment has improved, perceptions and experiences of stigma still exact a heavy toll on individuals, caregivers, and social policy.

--  It is often more difficult to overcome the stigma of mental illness than to recover from the illness itself.  It took less than a month to diagnose and control my mental illness; it took four years to overcome the stigma.
-- Stigma is associated with a mistaken belief that mental illness reflects a personal weakness, a character flaw, or immoral behavior.  While I may be guilty of all three of these, they have nothing to do with my mental illness.

-- The factors creating the stigma are fear, ignorance, and shame – fear of people living with a mental illness; ignorance of the illness; and the inability to overcome the shame wrongly associated with mental illness.

-- The ongoing stigma of mental illness prevents people from acknowledging their illness and seeking treatment.  The stigma and discrimination tells individuals with a mental illness they are not valued by our society.  

-- No one should be ashamed of mental illness.  As stated by former President Bill Clinton, “Mental illness is nothing to be ashamed of, but stigma and bias shame us all.”

-- Shortly after my mental health crisis, my father wisely advised me to overcome the stigma by telling the truth about my mental illness to anyone who asked.  My wife, Ann, and our daughters, Lisa and Robin, gave me the love and support needed to follow my father’s difficult but wise advice.  

· 1981 election as King County Executive
-- When asked, I told the truth about my mental illness for four years as a Seattle City Councilman (1978 to 1981).
-- In 1981, I ran for King County Executive – the leader of the second most important government in Washington State.
-- I did not advertise my mental illness, but I continued to respond to questions with the truth.
-- The media did not publish news about my mental illness before or during the campaign.  
-- After the election, I received statewide media coverage, becoming a “poster child” for mental illness.
-- Elected a “crazy nut” to run the second most important government. 	
-- We received an unexpected public reaction:  more than 700 responses, all positive.
-- Staff wanted to roll out the mental health story!

· What did I learn about the stigma?
-- Being open and honest about mental illness is never easy.  Following my father’s advice to tell the truth about my mental illness was the hardest thing I have ever done.  I was probably more afraid of my father than the stigma of mental illness!
-- Overcoming the stigma is crucial to leading a productive and enjoyable life.  
-- Much of the stigma was in my own mind; not in the hearts of my friends and supporters.
-- The best way to overcome the stigma is to tell the truth about mental illness.
-- Frankly, if everyone followed my father’s advice to tell the truth, most of the stigma would disappear.  
-- Overcoming the stigma required the understanding and support of my family, friends, and colleagues.  I would not have been successful, however, if I did not take personal responsibility for speaking out and overcoming the fear, ignorance, and shame wrongly associated with mental illness.



HOW YOU CAN HELP
· Based on my own experience, we can help people living with a mental illness in many ways, especially the following:
-- First, help overcome the stigma by learning about mental illness and challenging the myths and stereotypes that misrepresent the illness;          -- Second, tell the truth about mental illness and share your own experience, if any, with the illness;                                                              -- Third, avoid using derogatory or stigmatizing language when discussing mental illness or describing people living with the illness        -- Fourth, provide personal understanding and active support to people living with a mental illness and their families;                                            -- Fifth, support mental health organizations with your time, talent, and treasure.
· Each of us can make a difference in the lives of people living with a mental illness.  As Robert Kennedy said in a 1966 speech to South African students:  “Few will have the greatness to bend history itself, but each of us can work to change a small portion of events,…”
CONCLUSION
· Please remember:  people with a mental illness deserve parity, not discrimination; compassion, not indifference; understanding, not ignorance; and respect, not stigma.

· We can help create a just, humane, and healthy society – a society in which all people are accorded respect, dignity, and the opportunity to achieve their full potential free from stigma and discrimination.

· I will end my personal story with two fundamental lessons:
	-   No one should be ashamed of mental illness.  No one!
-   Everyone should tell the truth about mental illness!			
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