Facts about Mental Illness and Violence
Acting Commissioner’s Message
by Kristin M. Woodlock, Acting Commissioner, NYS Office of Mental Health
In December, we were all shocked and saddened to hear of the tragic shooting at an elementary school in
Connecticut. Over the next weeks as we come together as a State and a Nation to grieve, to grapple with
“why?” and to prevent future incidents, let us bring our knowledge and awareness to the conversation.
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Facts
It is important to note that behavioral health research and practice over the last 20 years reveal that
most people who are violent do not have a mental disorder, and most people with a mental disorder are
not violent.*
In fact, studies indicate that people with mental illnesses are more likely to be the victims of violent
attacks than the general population. *
Demographic variables such as age, gender and socioeconomic status are more reliable predictors of
violence than mental illness.*
Misconceptions about mental illness can cause discrimination and unfairly hamper the recovery of the
nearly 20 percent of all adult Americans who experience a mental illness each year.
Family, friends, employers and school personnel can be a line of “first response” if they notice a person
is behaving differently and is of concern. The choice to seek treatment is more likely if others are
compassionate and supportive. Mental health treatment can be effective and can enable a person with
a mental health problem to live a meaningful life in a community of his or her choice while striving to
achieve his or her full potential.
Treatment is effective and people recover from mental illnesses to live productive lives in our
communities.

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 (2003).
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 (Shain and Phillips 1991).
Although more recent research suggests the prevalence of these kinds of stories is diminishing (Wahl, et al.
2002), 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 (Wahl, et al. 2002).
The average citizen finds these images persuasive. According to Americans’ Views of Mental Health and
Illness at Century’s End: Continuity and Change, between 1950 and 1996, “the proportion 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. (Pescosolido, et.al., 1996)

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.”
(Monhan, J. and Arnold, J., 1996)
In addition:
• “Research has shown that the vast majority of people who are violent do not suffer from mental
illnesses.” (American Psychiatric Association, 1994).
• “Clearly, mental health status makes at best a trivial contribution to the overall level of violence in
society” (Monahan, John, 1992).
• “. . . [T]he absolute risk of violence among the mentally ill as a group is still very small and . . . only a
small proportion of the violence in our society can be attributed to persons who are mentally ill.”
(Mulvey, 1994)
• “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.” (Grohol, 1998)
• “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.” (Policy Research
Associates, December 1994)
For more information about how to address discrimination and stigma, contact the SAMHSA Resource
Center to Address Discrimination and Stigma (ADS Center) , e-mail stopstigma@samhsa.hhs.gov, or
call 800-540-0320, a program of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration, Center for Mental Health Services.
This message was originally posted on the New York State Office of Mental Health website:
http://www.omh.ny.gov/omhweb/resources/newsltr/2012/Dec/acting_commissioners_message.html

