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     “Oh honey, you know he didn’t mean it—it was just his disorder talking!”  While these words uttered in countless homes across the country are meant to be comforting, they very rarely are.  Having a mental illness is one thing; living with someone who has a mental illness is an entirely different matter. 
Living with the mentally ill.
     Living with a person who is struggling with a mental illness can often be very difficult for family members. Strange and unpredictable behaviors can be devastating.  Family members, meanwhile, are left to try and overcome each episode and the high levels of anxiety that can result.   It is very easy to become a caretaker in that kind of household, just as it is very easy to forget that not everyone lives in the same kind of household.  

      There are many different emotions that can result from living with a mentally ill person.  No matter what behavior the ill person presents with, they can all be very demanding on those around him or her.  It is not uncommon for those caring for a mentally ill individual to experience feelings of anger.  Anger at the individual for promises not kept or unacceptable behaviors, anger at professionals who don’t seem to be able to “cure” the illness, or even anger at oneself.  Guilt may follow anger as one thinks that they shouldn’t be angry.  There may also be grief over a realization that the ill person may never be the same as they once were.  Some people experience shame because of the social stigmas associated with mental illness.  In order to cope with these kinds of feelings, many people who have found themselves in caretaker positions find a way to emotionally distance themselves from the ill person while putting their own goals on hold so they can handle the next crisis to arise.  Struggles with these emotions may lead the mentally ill individual to feel judged and the family member to feel that much more guilty, creating a difficult cycle in families and relationships.
Tips for coping.
     The strain that living with the mentally ill can place on a person is often very wearing, to say the least.  Being a caretaker is not easy, especially when the person is uncooperative (as many mentally ill usually are).  If you are living with a person with a mental illness, a very important thing to remember is that the person’s illness is not your fault no matter how vehemently the person may insist so.  Psychologists have found that mental illness can be caused by traumatic or stressful life situations, a chemical imbalance in the brain, or a combination of the two.     

     If you are living with a mentally ill individual, there are some things you can do to ease the strain on yourself and stress on the individual, such as attending a support group designed for the families of the mentally ill.  Some other suggestions include:

· Do your homework.  Find out as much as you can about the illness so that you may be able to better understand how the person will behave. 

· Create clear expectations and structure within the house.  This can help ease the stress of uncertainty.

· Be a good listener and treat the person as an adult.

· Remember that the person doesn’t really mean what they say during times of anger.

· Keep in mind that mood shifts and strange behaviors, and/or the lack thereof, presented in the ill person are not your fault.  

· Take care of yourself, remembering to sleep, eat, exercise, and play.  

· Take time to relax and don’t expect yourself to be perfect; mistakes happen to everyone.  
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     If you feel that the stress is too much or if you just need someone to talk to, therapists here at ACC would be more than willing to schedule an appointment.  Affiliated Counseling Center offers individual, couples, marital and family counseling.   
-written by Elnora Walker
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Licensed Professional Counselor, and Board Approved Supervisor

Marcie specializes in women’s issues, including depression, relationship issues, sexual abuse/assault and self-esteem.  She has experience and competency working with adult and adolescent populations in individual and couples’ therapy, crisis counseling issues, and marriage and anger counseling.  Her orientation to counseling is to create a safe environment while facilitating growth and understanding of oneself through examining current and previous events and issues, as well as developing skills helpful to dealing with related issues.   She uses a combination of humanistic, psychodynamic and cognitive therapies.
Larry Suess, M.A., L.P., L.M.F.T.

Lic. Psychologist, Lic. Marriage and Family Therapist, and Board Approved Supervisor

Larry is skilled in working with individuals, families, and couples.  He is also experienced in helping clients with grief work, anger management, building communication skills, personal coaching, deepening of intimacy, grief work, anger management, and the use of holistic approaches to help clients enhance their lives, relationships, and careers.  He is trained in several different therapeutic approaches, including high level wellness, and works directly with his clients to determine which is best for them.  

Tricia Gibson, M.A., L.M.F.T

Lic. Marriage Family Therapist

Tricia is experienced in individual, marital, family, child and adolescent therapy around issues of depression, relationship difficulties, spiritual issues, abuse, family of origin issues, addiction, and work-related difficulties.  Her approach includes working with past history to look at its influence in the present problem.  This is done in a supportive environment allowing clients to make desired change and learn new skills that can be practiced in their lives.  Tricia also offers Christian based counseling for those who prefer.  

Lori A. Brule Wiggenhorn, M.A.,

L.P., Lic. Psychologist

Lori specializes in working with children and their families in individual and family therapy.  She also has experience working with domestic, sexual, physical, and emotional abuse issues, therapy groups, cognitive-behavioral therapy, play therapy, social skills, and diagnostic assessment.  Lori utilizes a variety of therapy modalities based upon the issues a client would like to work on and appropriateness of fit.   
Michael J. Charland, M.S., M.Div., M.C.Sp., L.P., L.I.C.S.W., L.M.F.T. Lic. Psychologist, and Board Approved Supervisor

Mike works with college-aged and adult clients and is particularly interested in couples/marriage therapy, grief/loss issues, stress, conflict resolution, chronic illness, work related issues, sexuality, life direction/meaning and organizational development interventions.  He believes strongly in counseling approaches that not only deal with the issue at hand but also build strengths.  He can also provide faith-based counseling if so requested.  

Stuart Dansinger, M.A., Ed.S., L.P., Lic. Psychologist, Lic. School Psychologist

Stuart is competent in diagnosis and psychotherapy of adults, adolescents, and children.  He is trained and experienced in several different assessment and therapeutic techniques and works directly with individuals, families, and couples to determine which strategies are the most appropriate for them.  He is also competent in administration and supervision of psychologists.  

Mary Robertson, M.A., L.P., Lic. Psychologist, and Board Approved Supervisor

Mary is skilled in working with individuals, groups, couples, and families.  She helps clients address life issues that include abuse and trauma, depression, anxiety, grief and loss, communication and conflict resolution in relationships, parenting, addiction and recovery and self care.  Mary is skilled at creating a sense of safety and connection in therapy that allows clients to deal effectively with their issues. 

Janet Rasmussen, M.A., L.P. Lic. Psychologist

Janet is skilled in working with adolescents, individuals, families and couples.  Her main areas of expertise include working with anxiety and depressive disorders, PTSD, and physical, emotional and sexual abuse.  Janet is also an Ordained Minister whose work focuses on emotional expression and spiritual direction.  She is trained in a variety of approaches including, brief therapy, cognitive therapy, transformational therapy, psychodynamic, neuro-linguistic programming and client centered expressive arts therapy.

Michael Centrella, D.O. Board Certified Psychiatrist

Michael is Affiliated Counseling Center’s first Psychiatrist.  He has years of experience working in medical settings as well as a family practioner.  He also has experience in working with chemical dependency.  He is trained to do medicine management as well as therapy sessions with clients.

Nicole Van Evera, Psychotherapist

Nicole has experience working with children and families in a semi-therapeutic capacity.  Her approach to therapy is to provide an atmosphere of genuine respect, warmth and caring.  She believes in building a strong therapeutic relationship with clients so that they can build on their strengths and discover new opportunities and paths to help them achieve their desired goals and outcomes.
Matt Fritscher, M.A.
Matt is skilled in working with children, adolescents and adults with issues such as depression, anxiety, personality disorders and relationship problems.  He has experience helping clients with self-harming behaviors, chemical abuse/dependence, parenting issues and children and adolescents of divorce.  Matt’s gentle, client centered approach to therapy creates a comfortable therapeutic environment that promotes emotional healing and personal growth.
Kathleen Penkala, B.A., Psychotherapist
Kathleen is experienced in working with children, adolescents and young adults who are working through issues related to sexuality, sexual abuse, rape and HIV/AIDS.  Her counseling philosophy and approach is rooted in the belief that counseling should provide a safe and nurturing environment for all clients; one where clients feel free to explore their own issues, feelings and goals.  Her hope is to bring support, encouragement and respect to each meeting as the client searches for clarity and self-discovery.
Felicia O’Brien, Undergraduate Intern

Felicia is an undergraduate student pursuing her B.A. in Psychology with a minor in Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities. She plans to attend Graduate School in order to become a licensed marriage and family therapist.
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