Foreword

This booklet provides an introduction to mental health from the
perspective of people who have been diagnosed with 'mental illness'
(in this booklet, we call ourselves ‘consumers’).

It has been produced by Our Consumer Place
(www.ourconsumerplace.com.au), a groundbreaking mental health
resource centre run by consumers. Funded by the Department of Health
(Government of Victoria) and auspiced by Our Community, we offer
information and advice to individuals and groups who are providing or
thinking about providing consumer developed initiatives (CDIs).

A number of issues introduced in this booklet are expanded in other
booklets — check our website for more information.

Most of the available information on mental health has been written

by other sorts of 'experts’ — mental health professionals, mental health
charities or researchers who are not consumers. This booklet is different
— it is written by people with ‘'mental illness’, based on our experience-
based expertise. It is intended as an introduction to the issues that
consumers have identified as being important for us.

This booklet provides an introduction in two senses: firstly, it introduces
important aspects of the mental health system to those who have been
diagnosed with 'mental illness' and want to know where to go next.

It also provides an introduction to 'consumer perspective’ — a way of
looking at mental health that values the lived experience of those having
been diagnosed with a ‘mental illness’ as a crucially important source of
insight. In this sense, the information and views presented in this booklet
are unlike the information and views presented in most other available
information about mental health.

We want to stress, right from the start, that people with a diagnosis of
'mental iliness’ do not all have the same views (of coursel); we disagree
with each other on many points.

When people are diagnosed with ‘mental illness’, they can have a range of
different reactions — some people feel lost, out of their depth or panicky
about what will happen next. Others will hear the news with enormous
relief — a diagnosis may explain things that were otherwise mysterious and
troubling. Many of us may have a mixture of all of these emotions.

Over time, people move in different directions as they search for a path
they want to follow. There is no right or wrong path. Some people want to
find the best, most respected and accessible treatment. In Australia, this
tends to mean working with mental health clinicians. Others rage against a
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system that they find judgemental and damaging, pointing to loss of liberty
and human rights abuses.

We know that you will find your own path — we offer this booklet in a
spirit of “take what you like and leave the rest”.
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