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Understanding Mental Illness 

Mental illnesses can take many forms, just as physical illnesses do. They are also more common than 
you might realize. Statistics show that one in every five Canadians will develop a mental illness at some 
point in their lives. Mental illnesses account for a large percentage of hospital stays every year. Despite 
the fact that every Canadian knows someone who has been, or will be, affected by a mental illness, few 
people know very much about it. It is human nature to fear what we don't understand. As such, mental 
illnesses are feared by many people and, unfortunately, still carry a stigma, or a mark of shame. 

Mental illness describes a broad range of mental and emotional conditions. The type, intensity and 
duration of symptoms vary from person to person, but mental illnesses are treatable. 

Reducing the Stigma around Mental Illness 
Because of the stigma around mental illness, people are sometimes ashamed of their condition and are 
reluctant to seek help. Can you imagine choosing not to seek treatment for a broken leg? We need to 
develop the same attitude toward mental illness as we have toward physical illness. When people know 
that they will not be discriminated against or harassed, they are much more likely to seek help.  Early 
treatment is important and increases the chances of a quick recovery. 

Learning more about mental health and mental illness is a crucial step in eliminating stigma, overcoming 
prejudice and promoting early identification and effective treatment. Employers can strive to create a 
workplace environment where it is safe to talk about mental health and mental illness. This includes: 

• Recognizing that in increasingly demanding workplaces, stress, burnout and the challenge of 
maintaining a work-life balance are realities for employees and can trigger mental health 
problems. 

• Giving employees information to protect their own mental health, recognize mental health 
problems and find out where they can get help. 

Types of Mental Illness 
An employee’s wellness benefits everyone. Encouraging workers to get quality care for their health 
problems—of any kind—ultimately boosts morale and productivity. Some of the more common mental 
illnesses, and examples in each category of illness, include: 

• Mood disorders: Depression (including postpartum depression and seasonal affective disorder) 
and bipolar disorder 
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• Anxiety (and related) disorders: Generalized anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress  disorder, 
obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic disorder and social anxiety disorder 

• Psychotic disorders: Schizophrenia 

• Personality disorders: Borderline personality disorder 

• Eating disorders: anorexia, bulimia 

• Concurrent disorders: Substance use disorder combined with a mental disorder 

To learn more about mental illnesses or how to combat the stigma surrounding them, contact your local 
branch of the Canadian Mental Health Association. 

Note: The information provided is for educational purposes only. It is not intended to be a substitute for 
appropriate professional medical advice from your physician or health-care provider. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Canadian Mental Health Association 

http://www.cmha.ca/bins/index.asp?lang=1
http://www.cmha.ca/bins/index.asp?lang=1

