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Fact Sheets
Facts About Mental Illness and Violence
Fact 1: The vast majority of people with mental illness are not violent.
Here is what researchers say about the link between mental illness and violence:
- "Although studies suggest a link between mental illnesses and violence, the contribution of people with mental
illnesses to overall rates of violence is small, and further, the magnitude of the relationship is greatly exaggerated
in the minds of the general population (Institute of Medicine, 2006)."
- "…the vast majority of people who are violent do not suffer from mental illnesses (American Psychiatric
Association, 1994)."
- "The absolute risk of violence among the mentally ill as a group is very small. . . only a small proportion of the
violence in our society can be attributed to persons who are mentally ill (Mulvey, 1994)."
-"People with psychiatric disabilities are far more likely to be victims than perpetrators of violent crime (Appleby,
et al., 2001). People with severe mental illnesses, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder or psychosis, are 2 ½ times
more likely to be attacked, raped or mugged than the general population (Hiday, et al.,1999)."
Fact 2: The public is misinformed about the link between mental illness and violence.
A longitudinal study of American’s attitudes on mental health between 1950 and 1996 found, “the proportion of
Americans who describe mental illness in terms consistent with violent or dangerous behavior nearly doubled.” Also, the
vast majority of Americans believe that persons with mental illnesses pose a threat for violence towards others and
themselves (Pescosolido, et al., 1996, Pescosolido et al., 1999).
Fact 3: Inaccurate beliefs about mental illness and violence lead to widespread stigma and discrimination:
The discrimination and stigma associated with mental illnesses stem in part, from the link between mental illness and
violence in the minds of the general public (DHHS, 1999, Corrigan, et al., 2002).
The effects of stigma and discrimination are profound. The President’s New Freedom Commission on Mental Health
found that, “Stigma leads others to avoid living, socializing, or working with, renting to, or employing people with
mental disorders - especially severe disorders, such as schizophrenia. It leads to low self-esteem, isolation, and
hopelessness. It deters the public from seeking and wanting to pay for care. Responding to stigma, people with mental
health problems internalize public attitudes and become so embarrassed or ashamed that they often conceal symptoms
and fail to seek treatment (New Freedom Commission, 2003).”
Fact 4: The link between mental illness and violence is promoted by the entertainment and news media.
"Characters in prime time television portrayed as having a mental illness are depicted as the most dangerous of all
demographic groups: 60 percent were shown to be involved in crime or violence" (Mental Health American, 1999).
"Most news accounts portray people with mental illness as dangerous" (Wahl, 1995).
"The vast majority of news stories on mental illness either focus on other negative characteristics related to people with
the disorder (e.g., unpredictability and unsociability) or on medical treatments. Notably absent are positive stories that
highlight recovery of many persons with even the most serious of mental illnesses" (Wahl, et al., 2002).
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