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Addressing Mental Health Before Stage 4 (#B4Stage4)

When we think about cancer, heart disease, or diabetes, we don’t wait years to treat them. We start
before Stage 4—we begin with prevention. When people are in the first stage of those diseases, and are
beginning to show signs of symptoms like a persistent cough, high blood pressure, or high blood sugar,
we try immediately to reverse these symptoms. We don’t ignore them. In fact, we develop a plan of
action to reverse and sometimes stop the progression of the disease.

So why aren’t we doing the same for individuals who are dealing with potentially serious mental illness?

When you or someone close to you starts to experience the early warning signs of mental illness,
knowing what the risk factors and symptoms are will help to catch them early. Often times, family and
friends are the first to step in to support a person through these early stages.

Experiencing symptoms such as loss of sleep, feeling tired for no reason, feeling low, feeling anxious, or
hearing voices, shouldn’t be ignored or brushed aside in the hopes that they go away. Like other
diseases, we need to address these symptoms early, identify the underlying disease, and plan an
appropriate course of action on a path towards overall health. Mental health conditions should be
addressed long before they reach the most critical points in the disease process—before Stage 4.

Many people do not seek treatment in the early stages of mental illnesses because they don’t recognize
the symptoms. Up to 84% of the time between the first signs of mental illness and first treatment is
spent not recognizing the symptoms.

One of the quickest and easiest ways to determine whether you are experiencing symptoms of a mental
health condition is to take a mental health screening. Using online tools, screening is an anonymous,
free and private way to learn about your mental health and to see if you are showing warning signs of a
mental illness. You can find online tools at SHDHD’s http://southheartland.ne.networkofcare.org, Region
3 Innovations in Behavioral Health website: www.region3.ne.networkofcare.org or the Mental Health
America website: www.mhascreening.org.

A screening only takes a few minutes, and after you are finished you will be given information about the
next steps you should take based on the results. A screening is not a diagnosis, but it can be a helpful
tool for starting a conversation with your doctor or a loved one about your mental health.

South Heartland District Health Department (SHDHD) is raising awareness of the important role mental
health plays in our lives and encouraging members of the community to learn more about their own
mental health and to take action immediately if they are experiencing symptoms of a mental illness.

SHDHD’s goal is to get South Heartland residents in Adams, Clay, Nuckolls and Webster counties
screened and aware of their mental health so they can address it #B4Stage4. Encouraging mental health
screening is just one of the strategies we are using to address mental health concerns in our four
counties.

Another health department strategy is to bring training opportunities to our health district so that more
residents are familiar with ways they can help themselves and others improve their mental health and
wellness. We are encouraging employers, community organizations, churches, schools and colleges,
public safety organizations, and others to take advantage of these trainings, which include Mental
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Health First Aid, QPR (Question, Persuade, Refer) Suicide Prevention Training, Military Cultural
Competency, ACES and Assets (Adverse Childhood Experiences and the 40 Developmental Assets),
Trauma-Informed Care, and No Wrong Door. Contact SHDHD for more information about scheduled
trainings or to request a training for your organization.

Mental illnesses are not only common, they are treatable. There is a wide variety of treatment options
for mental illnesses ranging from talk therapy to medication to peer support, and it may take some time
for a person to find the right treatment or combination of treatments that works best for them. But
when they do, the results can be truly amazing and life changing. SHDHD wants to help people learn
what they can do both to protect their mental health and know the signs of mental illness.

It’s up to all of us to know the signs and take action so that mental illnesses can be caught early and
treated, and we can live up to our full potential. We know that intervening effectively during early
stages of mental illness can save lives and change the trajectories of people living with mental ilinesses.
Be aware of your mental health and get screened today!

SHDHD is indebted to Cindy McDowell, LMHP, CPC, CFRE, PLADC, for preparing the majority of this
column, which was previously published in 2015, except for the training opportunities section, and is still
highly relevant. At that time Cindy was the behavioral health projects coordinator for South Heartland
District Health Department. We share this column again as a tribute to - and in memory of - Cindy, who
helped SHDHD incorporate and expand our focus on mental health and wellness strategies as an
important priority for local public health.

Michele Bever is the executive director for South Heartland District Health Department serving Adams,
Clay, Nuckolls and Webster counties in Nebraska. She may be reached at 877-238-7595.



