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DEFINITION 
Mental illness refers to a wide range of mental health conditions — disorders that affect your 

mood, thinking and behavior. Examples of mental illness include depression, anxiety disorders, 

schizophrenia, eating disorders and addictive behaviors. 

Many people have mental health concerns from time to time. But a mental health concern 

becomes a mental illness when ongoing signs and symptoms cause frequent stress and affect 

your ability to function. A mental illness can make you miserable and can cause problems in 

your daily life, such as at work or in relationships. In most cases, mental illness symptoms can 

be managed with a combination of medications and counseling (psychotherapy). 

(Source: Reprinted from the MayoClinic.com article "Mental illness: Definition" 

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/mental-illness/DS01104) 

 

CAUSES 
Mental illnesses, in general, are thought to be caused by a variety of genetic and environmental 

factors: 

 Inherited traits. Mental illness is more common in people whose biological (blood) 

relatives also have a mental illness. Certain genes may increase your risk of developing a 

mental illness, and your life situation may trigger the actual mental illness. 

 Environmental exposures before birth. Exposure to viruses, toxins, alcohol or drugs 

while in the womb can sometimes be linked to mental illness. 

 Negative life experiences. Situations in your life, such as the loss of a loved one, 

financial problems and high stress, can play a role in triggering mental illness. So can an 

upbringing that leads to poor self-esteem or a history of sexual or physical abuse. Life 

experiences can lead to unhealthy patterns of thinking linked to mental illness, such as 

pessimism or distorted ways of thinking. 

 Brain chemistry. Biochemical changes in the brain are thought to affect mood and other 

aspects of mental health. Naturally occurring brain chemicals called neurotransmitters 

play a role in some mental illnesses. In some cases, hormonal imbalances affect mental 

health. It's thought that inherited traits, life experiences and biological factors can all 

affect brain chemistry linked to mental illnesses. 
 

(Source: Reprinted from the MayoClinic.com article “Mental illness: Causes” 

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/mental-illness/DS01104/DSECTION=causes) 
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RISK FACTORS 
Certain factors may increase your risk of developing mental health problems, including: 

 Having a biological (blood) relative, such as a parent or sibling, with a mental illness 

 Experiences in the womb — for example, having a mother who was exposed to viruses, 

toxins, drugs or alcohol during pregnancy 

 Experiencing stressful life situations, such as financial problems, a loved one's death or a 

divorce 

 Having a chronic medical condition, such as cancer 

 Experiencing brain damage as a result of a serious injury (traumatic brain injury), such as 

a violent blow to the head 

 Having traumatic experiences, such as military combat or being assaulted 

 Use of illegal drugs 

 Being abused or neglected as a child 

 Having few friends or few healthy relationships 

 Having a previous mental illness 

 

Mental illness is common. About 1 in 4 adults has a mental illness in any given year. About half 

of U.S. adults will develop a mental illness sometime in their lives. Mental illness can begin at 

any age, from childhood through later adult years. 

 
(Source: Reprinted from MayoClinic.com article “Mental illness: Risk factors” 

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/mental-illness/DS01104/DSECTION=risk-factors) 
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