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Why I Choose to Have a Mental Health Advance Directive(
By:  Valerie Fox

PO Box 87

Morristown, NJ 07963

(This article is the property of Valerie Fox and may not be altered in any way.  For reprint information, please contact Ms. Fox at 973-214-1918 or vkfox@prodigy.net.)

Mental Health Advance Directives (A.D.) have just been offered in New Jersey so I wanted to explore what having one means to me and give “food for thought” to others who either do not know about them or are not sure they want to proceed with having one for themselves if a crisis situation develops. 

I was diagnosed with mental illness (schizophrenia) in the early 1960s, a time when not much was known about mental illness.  In fact, when someone had an episode or psychotic break, the environment of the person was believed to be responsible, i.e., a broken engagement or work stress or other activity of daily living.   For a couple of years I was very dependent on a psychiatrist, and I really did not make any choices in my treatment.  I felt I lost control of my life.  Then slowly, as the system of mental health care changed, I had a little control over my life and felt better.  The system change began in the mid-80s I believe.  More money from the government was going into community programs, opinions of consumers (persons living with mental illness) were valued, and consumers were starting to organize as “ voices”  about their illnesses.  Thus, the start of the consumer movement.

For myself, I responded to meds and lived a fairly normal life until I had one very debilitating setback which led to homelessness and the loss of the life I had known.  This is where I want to explore what did happen and what I believe could have happened had I had an Advance Directive in place at the onset of this setback when I started decompensating.  I believe many years after this setback that I very possibly could have stabilized had I had an Advance Directive in place because choices of treatment would have been mine, choices I made when well, legally my wishes would have to be honored, and the person or persons I chose as my representatives would carry out my wishes or plan of treatment.  

Because in the 1960s when I started my journey of living with mental illness I had no say in my treatment, today I still remember the helplessness I felt.  I was never sure when I would be going to the hospital and what treatments I was going to receive.  This was very frightening to me and a stumbling block for a number of years to my living up to my potential.

The key for myself with Advance Directives is at the onset of a psychotic break.  I fully believe that I would have a chance to seek treatment before full decompensation takes hold of my life if I have an Advance Directive in place.  Probably because I remember well the 1960s when choices for my treatment were in the hands of others, I feel very empowered to have control of my treatment through an Advance Directive.  

Do I think Advance Directives are the answer for everyone who lives with mental illness?  No I don’t - only because some persons have no insight they are mentally ill and therefore do not want any treatment.  I know when I am ill, I am just about 100% different than when I am well and my choices are different than when I am well.  However, with an Advance Directive I have the chance to turn my life around and I will know the choices are mine.  I think with myself that will be key – I am in control of my treatment! 

 To close, I think Advance Directives are another good tool, another good support for persons living with mental illness, and I believe many persons will benefit greatly from mental health Advance Directives. If you don’t have one, perhaps you may want to think about putting one in place.  It can’t hurt and it possibly can be the deterrent from yet another hospitalization and “starting over” period in your life.

