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manner; and fourth, personal distress. As you will see with the disorders presented in this book, 
personal distress over time is one of the criteria required for a diagnosis to be made. There is also 
a more global component in which the person’s behavior and experiences are considered to be 
deviant in terms of cultural and statistical norms.

Today, the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) estimates that at least 18.1% of the 
U.S. population experiences a diagnosable mental disorder during a given year (http://www 
.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/any-mental-illness-ami-among-us-adults.shtml). 
This represents almost 48 million people in the United States (see Figure 1.1).

Having a mental disorder results in lost productivity, lost personal enjoyment, and poten-
tially even premature death. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that in the 
United States and Canada, mental disorders cause a greater loss in what they refer to as disabil-
ity-adjusted life years (DALYs) than cardiovascular disease or cancer. DALYs represent the total 
number of years lost due to illness, disability, or premature death (http://www.nimh.nih.gov/
health/statistics/disability/file_148328.pdf).

With mental illness being so common, you might think that we as humans would have 
a complete understanding of the factors involved. However, this is not the case. We are not 
even sure how to refer to individuals with mental disorders. Are they abnormal? Depending 
on the reference group one uses, one can be normal or abnormal. Many famous artists such 
as the Impressionists of the nineteenth century had their work initially rejected because it 
did not fit into the standards of what was considered good art at the time. However, today 
we appreciate that these artists showed us another way of viewing the world. Likewise, many 
movies and YouTube videos today would be rejected as not representing mainstream values 
at a previous time. Further, what would be acceptable in one culture might be seen as com-
pletely “crazy” in another.

Stigma and Mental Disorders
As you will see throughout this book, experiencing a mental illness does not mean that one 
has to live a limited life. Individuals like John Nash and Terri Cheney not only have had 
productive careers, but they also have enjoyed successful personal relationships. However, 
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FIGURE 1.1 Prevalence of 
Any Mental Illness Among 
U.S. Adults (2014)
How does mental illness differ in 
terms of gender, age, and race 
among U.S. adults? More females 
than males experience mental 
illness. Those age 50 and older 
experience less mental illness. 
Native Americans show the most 
mental illness often in relation to 
disorders of substance abuse.
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